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1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Research focus 
In this thesis a selection of pottery workshops in present-day Egypt will be 
discussed. An ethnoarchaeological documentation project of the Netherlands 
Flemish Institute in Cairo and the Leiden University from the Netherlands conducted 
in Fustat, Cairo (figures 1 and 2) and in which the author participated in 2008, 
indicated the necessity of ethnoarchaeological research and documentation in Egypt. 
The project showed that the traditional craft of pottery production is under threat of 
disappearing. Building projects of the Egyptian government and the increasing use of 
for example plastic household items lead to a decrease in the use of pottery and thus 
in its production. 
Subsequently, the author decided to study other pottery workshops in Egypt 
to record part of the heritage of Egypt before it disappears completely. Two of the 
studied workshops are located in the Fayum: in Kom Aushim and in el-Nazla (figure 
1). Another workshop that will be discussed is located in Deir Mawas near the well-
known ancient Egyptian site of el-Amarna (figure 1). Three other workshops have 
been studied in the Qena-Ballas area, namely in Dar el-Salam, Ballas and in Sheikh 
Ali (figure 1). Of course a much larger amount of pottery workshops exists in Egypt, 
but the sites chosen for this thesis cover a large part of the Egyptian Nile Valley, and 
thus provide an overview of workshops in a large part of Egypt.  
Several workshops have been visited by the author in person, while for other 
workshops information has been retrieved from literature. This will be pointed out 
below and in the chapters with the descriptions of the workshops. During the visits to 
the workshops, the main focus has been on the spatial distribution of the activities in 
and around the workshops, which will also be the center of attention in the 
description of the workshops in this thesis. One will try to construct a general view of 
pottery workshops in Egypt serving two goals. The most important one is the 
documentation of the traditional craft of pottery production in Egypt to record this part 
of Egypt’s heritage before it is all lost. Therefore, the largest part of this thesis 
consists of the description of the workshops and the activities encountered there. 
This description serves the second goal, which is to provide a general overview of 
pottery workshops in present-day Egypt that might be used to interpret 
archaeological remains of pottery workshops excavated in Egypt. 
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1.2 Methodology 
All of the workshops have been visited by the author in person except for the 
workshop in Deir Mawas. The workshops in Fustat and el-Nazla (in the Fayum) have 
been studied during the Fustat project in November 2008. The description of these 
workshops is partly based on observations of the author and partly on literature 
about these workshops. The workshops in Kom Aushim, Dar el-Salam, Ballas and 
Sheikh Ali have been visited by the author in December 2009 in the company of Mrs. 
Sonali Gupta, pottery specialist from the University of California, USA and Mr. 
Mazhar Ezzat, inspector of the Supreme Council of Antiquities, Cairo. The 
discussion of these workshops is solely based on the author’s experiences there. 
The information about the workshop in Deir Mawas is based on articles of Paul 
Nicholson, who has conducted research at this site.  
The workshops have been documented in several ways during the visits. The 
author has made sketches of the workshops, photographed the areas, made a few 
videos and asked the potters and their assistants questions about their work and 
made other inquiries. The information retrieved in this way forms the basis of the 
description of most of workshops in this report.  
Before the description of the workshops is given, it is necessary to provide a 
background concerning the craft of pottery production in order to understand the 
activities carried out in the workshops. Therefore, one chapter will be devoted to the 
production technology of pottery. The practice of ethnoarchaeological research is 
one of the several methodologies that can be used to study pottery production as will 
be seen below. A separate chapter will therefore be dedicated to the scientific 
research of pottery and ethnoarchaeology in particular.  
Following these chapters, one will continue with the description of the pottery 
workshops themselves. The workshops will be treated from north to south, thus the 
first workshops discussed will be those in Fustat. Going southwards the next ones 
are the workshops in the Fayum, then in Deir Mawas, and last but not least the 
workshops in the Qena-Ballas area in the south of Egypt (see figure 1).  
For every area the historical background will be discussed shortly, as well as 
the previous research if possible. A description of the workshops will then be given. 
To do so, the following points will be focused on in every chapter: 
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a) recognizing the production processes in the specific workshop. These include 
the consecutive stages of the production technologies as discussed in the 
second chapter  
b) describing the layout and architecture of the workshops  
c) identifying the location of the activities within the workshop  
These (and other) steps should provide enough details to be able to identify the 
activities conducted in the workshop as well as their spatial distribution. Based on 
the gathered information one will give a short characterization of the type of 
workshop that has been discussed. This will be done with the aid of the subdivision 
of workshops devised by Peacock (1982). The models he designed can be used by 
archaeologists to interpret the excavated remains, therefore the author has used 
these as well.  
After these chapters, a chapter will be focusing on the discussion and 
comparison of the workshops to create an overview of the workshops in Egypt based 
on what has been encountered in the workshops. The goal is that this general 
picture of pottery workshops in present-day Egypt will eventually enable 
archaeologists to interpret ancient remains excavated in Egypt. In order to test this 
hypothesis, a chapter will be devoted to a case study of an archaeological 
excavation at el-Amarna. Paul Nicholson has found remains of a pottery workshop 
there and this chapter will focus on the use of the information provided by this thesis 
and its contribution to archaeological research of industrial areas.  
 After the case study a short evaluation will be given of the use of 
ethnoarchaeological research in light of the comparison of the general view of 
pottery workshops with the archaeological remains in el-Amarna. Also the use of 
ethnoarchaeology as method of documentation will be discussed shortly. This will be 
summarized and discussed again in the conclusion in the last chapter. 
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2. Production of pottery 
 
2.1 Introduction 
As said in the introduction, to provide a background to the study of the workshops in 
Egypt, this chapter will be devoted to the technology of the manufacture of pottery in 
general. It is important to understand the production technologies before discussing 
the workshops and the pottery they produce. A significant term is the chaîne 
d’opératoire or production sequence: the consecutive phases in producing pottery 
(Rye 1981: 3, 16-28). These phases almost all occur in nearly every workshop. 
Some of the phases are essential in the production, whereas others are not (Rye 
1981: 3). The processes that can be encountered in a workshop when visiting a 
workshop while the potters are at work will be discussed in this chapter. These 
processes might be of influence on the spatial distribution in a workshop. Therefore, 
discussing the chaîne d’opératoire is an important for this thesis. In addition, storage 
and retail of pottery will be shortly mentioned at the end of this chapter, as these are 
concerns of potters in a workshop as well.  
 
2.2 Pottery production 
In this paragraph the production processes of pottery will be focused on. The 
following information is based on information obtained from literature, but also drawn 
from personal experience (obtained during a ceramic course at the Leiden University 
in Spring 2008) and information retrieved through the empirical study of the potters in 
workshops throughout Egypt. The process of producing ceramics is divided into 
several phases, the aforementioned chaîne d’opératoire. The phases will be 
discussed shortly, but for a detailed discussion of the phases one may consult 
among others Arnold & Bourriau (eds.) 1993 and Rye 1981. 
 
2.2.1 Mining and transportation of the raw material 
The main raw material used for the production of pottery is clay. Acquiring the raw 
material is therefore an essential part of the production sequence. This natural 
material is a fine-grained sediment or product of erosion and can mined for instance 
along riverbeds (Rye 1981: 16). By adding water to the raw material it becomes 
plastic and can be formed into the desired shape. By firing the clay it gets hard and 
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turns into ceramics of which the shape can not be changed. These are the two main 
characteristics of clay (Rye 1981: 29). 
Clay exists with a variety of properties (depending on mineral composition, 
non-mineral composition, organic content, presence of salts and texture), which are 
of influence on the production of ceramics. The composition is determined by 
formation processes and disturbance of the clay. Primary clays have a more uniform 
composition as these clays remain where they have been formed. Secondary clays 
are clays that have been reworked after formation by for instance transportation by 
water or wind or erosion. Therefore, the minerals composing the clay have been 
mixed and cause a more complex composition than that of primary clays (Hodges 
1989: 23-24 and Rye 1981: 29-31).  
Nearly all natural clays can be fired at low temperatures (below ± 800 °C). 
However, for firing at higher temperatures (between 1150 °C and 1300 °C) only a 
small selection of natural clays can be used (for the production of stone wares) as 
others may lead to misfirings (Rye 1981: 16, 29).  
The pottery workshops in present-day Egypt that will be discussed in this 
thesis mainly make use of two types of clay: Nile silts mined from the alluvial 
deposits of the Nile producing red-brown pottery for utilitarian purposes and Marl 
clays (calcareous clays originating from shales and limestone), mined from layers of 
clay in the Qena-Ballas area and used for vessels of a higher quality (Bourriau et al. 
2000: 121-122; Hope 2001: 49; Shaw & Nicholson 1996c: 224-226).  
Raw materials may be transported to a production site by using donkeys or 
camels (depending on cultural context) but also by a truck. It might be gathered by 
the potter and/or his assistants or purchased.  
 
2.2.2 Preparation of the raw material 
Before the clay is ready to be used, it is necessary to remove inclusions (rocks 
and/or plant remains) from the raw material. This is done by the potters and/or 
assistants by hand or by sieving (Rye 1981: 17-18).  
Concerning the workability of the clay, one can distinguish plastic (or long) 
clay and a-plastic (short) clay. Plastic clays are more easy to form than a-plastic 
clays. Depending on the type of clay that is used, the kind of vessel that will be made 
and the techniques used forming the vessels some or all of the following procedures 
are undertaken to turn the raw material into workable clay. Clay can be made more 
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plastic by mixing the clay with a more plastic clay or by rotting/weathering of the clay. 
Other possibilities are adding fibrous material or soaking the clay in water or 
levigating the clay: coarser fractions of clay and a-plastic inclusions are being 
separated from the fine fraction in a special basin (Bard 2008: 197; Hodges 1989: 
20).  
If a clay is too plastic one might add less plastic clay or add a temper (non-
plastic material such as minerals or organic material) to decrease the plasticity, to 
prevent shrinkage of the pottery during the firing, and to prevent the vessel to 
collapse during the molding in coils (Bard 2008: 197; Hodges 1989: 25; Van As 
2003: 12-13).  
 
2.2.3 Preparation of the clay before the forming 
After the previously described methods of preparing the raw material, the clay that is 
retrieved needs to be treated to further make sure it is suitable for the potter to work 
with. Of course the clay needs to be mixed with water to produce a workable clay. 
Other necessary activities include trampling of lumps of clay to remove air pockets 
and adding clay powder to the clay if needed, dividing the trampled clay in smaller 
humps and kneading the smaller humps of clay to create a homogeneous clay body 
by removing the last air from the clay to avoid cracking of the vessel during the firing. 
The clay is then ready to be used by the potter. This process has been encountered 
by the author for instance in the workshops in Fustat. 
  
2.2.4 Shaping the pot 
After the preparation of the clay body, the shaping of the vessel by the potter is the 
next essential step in the production sequence. A distinction can be made between 
handmade pottery and wheel-made pottery (on a fast wheel). Clay thrown on a 
wheel needs to be more plastic while handmade pottery requires a shorter clay. Both 
techniques can be subdivided into different varieties depending on the type of clay 
and the vessel being produced:  
a) handmade: pinching, paddle and anvil, in a mold, over a core, coiling (using rolls 
of clay), slab building (Hodges 1989: 25-28; Rye 1981: 22-23, 66-73, 81-83)  
b) wheel-made: from the hump, drawing up (using coils, slabs or rings) (Hodges 
1989: 28- 30; Rye 1981: 74-80).  
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The first stage is the forming of body of the vessel out of a lump of clay after 
which the vessel is placed to dry. The second stage may be the closing of the bottom 
of the vessel or the turning and/or scraping of the body. The walls of the vessel may 
still be too thick and need to be scraped by the potter with a tool in order to achieve 
thinner walls (Nicholson 2007: 150; Rye 1981: 62).  
 
2.2.5 Surface treatment and decoration 
Before finishing the vessel, the surface is modified by changing the texture and 
enhancing of the esthetic character of the vessel as mentioned by Rye 1981: 62. The 
surface treatment does not involve any external material and is done with the clay 
body of which the vessel is produced. The treatment might be achieved by carving, 
polishing, burnishing, scraping, incising, appliqué or impressing. These techniques 
are different from decorating techniques that include applying pigments, wax, resin, 
glaze, bitumen and organic coatings. Decoration of pottery is not an essential phase 
in pottery production, as it does not necessarily effects the possibility of usage of the 
vessels. The surface treatment however, is an essential phase in the shaping of the 
vessel as it changes the properties of the clay body. For a further discussion of the 
aforementioned techniques see Hodges 1989: 32-35, Rye 1981: 24, 40-57, 62, 89-
95 and Van As 2003: 15. 
 
2.2.6 Drying 
Before firing the pottery needs to dry so it becomes leather-hard. This is needed to 
prevent the vessels from breaking during firing due to evaporation of the water. The 
color of the pottery changes during the drying process. Drying of the pottery can 
occur in between the various stages of pottery making, for instance between the 
shaping and decoration to make sure the pottery does not collapse during the 
decoration phase. The pottery can be placed to dry inside the workshop, but also in 
open areas such as a courtyard or outside the workshop. This has been seen by the 
author for instance in Fustat, Kom Aushim and Sheikh Ali. It is also described by 
Hodges 1989: 35.  
 
2.2.7 Firing the pottery 
An important step in the chaîne d’opératoire is the firing of the pottery as this turns 
the soft clay into ceramic. Firing can be done in an open fire in which the pottery is 
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placed on top of the fuel that is set on fire. Sometimes a shallow pit is dug in which 
the fuel and pottery are placed. If necessary the fire is fenced with a wall. It is also 
possible to fire pottery in a kiln, either in an updraft kiln or in a down-draft kiln. For 
examples of these types of kilns see Hodges 1989: 35-39 and figures 3 and 4. The 
pottery is placed in the one part of the kiln. The fuel is fired in the fire room that is 
located in another part of the kiln. The two rooms are separated by for instance 
pierced bricks with holes or bricks placed in such a way that openings between them 
allow the heat to go into the chamber with the pottery.  
During firing the following phases occur: water smoking, disappearance of 
organic material, ceramic change, burning out, vitrification, cooling down. These 
processes are further explained in Hodges 1989: 39-41 and Rye 1981: 105-111.  
 
2.3 Storage 
The pottery needs to be stored before it is sold. In many workshops the pottery is 
stored inside or on the roof. Occasionally a special storage room is present. Pottery 
is also placed outside, in front of the workshop or surrounding it. This might not be 
part of the chaîne d’opératoire but is important to mention, as the storage of pottery 
can take up a large part of the workshops’ premises.  
 
2.4 Retail 
After the production the pottery is sold. The selling of the pottery can occur in various 
ways. It is possible that pottery is being ordered by a salesman or middleman. As the 
potters in Fustat explained, orders of pottery had been exported to Europe in large 
amounts to be resold in for instance the Netherlands. However, pottery is also being 
purchased by passersby along the road and sold in local shops and markets.  
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3. The study of pottery and use of ethnoarchaeology 
 
3.1 Introduction 
The invention of pottery in the Near East can be dated to the late Neolithic in Syria in 
the seventh millennium BC, from 6800 BC onwards (Akkermans 2003: 99; Matson 
1995: 1555-1556).1 Of the artifacts excavated by archaeologists, pottery is one of the 
most common. This due to the characteristics of the material, being resistant to 
many different post-depositional processes, as well as due to the importance of 
pottery in daily life. Pottery was used for domestic purposes such as cooking pots, 
storage vessels, dishes and the like, the so-called consumer ware (Akkermans 2003: 
134). In funerary rituals pottery was, for instance as grave goods or as canopic jars 
to contain the intestines of the deceased. Rituals performed in the temples also 
included the use of pottery, for example when pouring offerings for the gods 
(Akkermans 2003: 134; Hope 2001: 49-50, 54). Thus, pottery was used in all 
domains of life and widely spread. It is found in large amounts by archaeologists, 
therefore providing one of the most important type of artifacts.  
 Considering that pottery is very significant to archaeologists, this chapter will 
be focusing on the study of pottery. Pottery research can be conducted in various 
ways as will be seen in the first part of the chapter. The second part of the chapter 
will highlight the use of ethnoarchaeology as research strategy. This will actually 
cover the largest section of this chapter, as this thesis is concerned with 
ethnoarchaeological research of pottery workshops. 
 
3.2 The study of pottery 
The study of pottery started in the 16th century with the collection of vessels for their 
esthetic value. From the 19th century onwards a scientific interest led to the study of 
pottery and scholars produced classifications based on stylistic changes, on color 
and on shape. The study of for instance production technology started from the 20th 
century onwards (Orton cited in Van As 2003: 8-9). However, pottery can be studied 
in various other ways for archaeological and ethnoarchaeological purposes. It is 
possible to study a vessel to date it and its context. Using pottery to indicate the 
                                                 
1
 However, pottery has also been attested in Japan already 16,000 years ago (Renfrew & 
Bahn 2008: 58).  
  
17 
processes of trade between different areas is another option. Also, pottery can be 
used in the study of decorative arts including the research of change in fashion and 
taste. Last but not least, the pottery may be subject of technological research (Hope 
2001: 55-58). Besides the archaeological material (pottery, and for instance 
excavated kilns), representational material might be used depending on cultural 
context (Bourriau et al. 2000: 135-141). 2  
 
3.2.1 Dating pottery 
The dating of pottery and using it to date it’s context, is an important part of 
archaeological research. Seriation and sequence dating have been carried out for 
the first time by Flinders Petrie in Egypt based classification of pottery. Using 
seriation and sequence dating relative dates can be given to sites. See for instance 
Greene 2002: 146-148 and Renfrew & Bahn 2008: 34-35, 126-127 for a detailed 
discussion of the principles of these methods. As pottery classifications have also 
been used to identify cultures (based on regional patterning), the sequence dates 
attributed to a certain culture have been used to cross-date cultures. The typological 
research can therefore be useful to understand stylistic change in an area, to date 
the pottery and to cross-date sites (Greene 2002: 144-145; Hope 2001: 55-58). 
 
3.2.2 Distribution of pottery 
Not only can pottery provide information about the dating of an area, it can also 
indicate trade between different areas. The spread of cultures may be interpreted 
according to finds of pottery in certain areas. Other aspects of a society (in the past 
and the present) can also be recognized by studying pottery, such as economic and 
social circumstances. On a smaller scale, pottery can be used to determine the 
spatial distribution of activities on a site. A specific function can be attributed to a 
certain area for instance (Hope 2001: 57; Van As 2003: 8).  
 
 
                                                 
2
 Depending on the context and society being studied, other material might available too. In 
Egypt for instance wooden models of workshops have been made and were placed in tombs 
as grave goods. Reliefs and paintings in Pharaonic tombs show potters at work as well and 
these sources could also be of use in the reconstruction of ancient pottery workshops. 
Examples of for instance the reliefs and models from the Old Kingdom to the Late Period of 
Pharaonic Egypt have been collected by Rostislav Holthoer (Holthoer 1977). An example of a 
representation of Pharaonic times can be seen in figure 5. 
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3.2.3 Technological research 
Technological studies concerning pottery focus on for instance production 
technology of pottery and composition of the clay. The techniques used to produce 
pottery as well as the raw materials may be investigated using several methods.  
Next to the easily conducted methods used in the field, technological 
research is one of the main study methods of pottery. Technological information can 
be retrieved from ethnoarchaeological studies as well as from experiments. Also 
chemical analyses for instance are used in the study of pottery. Many scientific 
methods are carried out in laboratories. For further details on these methods one 
might consult Bourriau et al. 2000: 132-133; Greene 2002: 171, 191, 211, 216-217 
and Renfrew & Bahn 2008: 152-158, 160-162, 365-366. 
 
3.3 Ethnoarchaeology 
Ethnoarchaeological studies can be used to search for analogies for changes in 
production technology related to social changes (Greene 2002: 235) as well as for 
the study of technologies and organization of workshops (Van As 2003: 19). 
Information about raw materials, production techniques and fuel can be retrieved 
during short term visits to pottery workshops. Longer stays can be informative 
concerning specialization and standardization of the pottery, spread of the pottery 
and the regional variation of the pottery (Van As 2003: 24).  
Experimental archaeology is another method to obtain information on the 
production of pottery, but should be used carefully (Greene 2002: 223). 
Archaeologists practicing experimental archaeology try to recreate material culture 
residue in its original form using excavated material (Clarke 2002: 125-126). 
Experiments can generate information for fabric analyses and workability tests as 
well as studies of shape and decoration (Van As 2003: 19, 23). Ethnoarchaeology 
and experimental archaeology have the same goal, namely interpreting human 
behavior in the past, but have different methods of gathering the information needed. 
As said above, ethnoarchaeology is one of the possible research methods to 
study ceramics. In the remaining paragraphs a definition of ethnoarchaeology will be 
given. The history of ethnoarchaeology will be discussed shortly as well as its use 
within archaeology. Insights concerning workshops established by 
ethnoarchaeological research will be mentioned too as these will be used in this 
thesis while studying pottery workshops in Egypt.  
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3.3.1 Definition of ethnoarchaeology 
To understand what ethnoarchaeology comprises this paragraph will be focusing on 
establishing a definition of this type of research. A broad range of literature is 
available about the goals, methods and application of ethnoarchaeology, for instance 
Gould 1978, Kramer 1979, Kramer 1982, Peacock 1982, Longacre 1991, Longacre 
& Skibo 1994, Schiffer 1985, Van As and London 1998/1999, David & Kramer 2001 
and Wendrich & Van der Kooij 2002 among others.  
David & Kramer (2001) view ethnoarchaeology as a range of approaches that 
are used to study living cultures from archaeological perspectives. The goal is 
‘…understanding the relationships of material culture to culture as a whole, both in 
the living culture and as it enters the archaeological record, and to exploiting such 
understandings in order to inform archaeological concepts and to improve 
interpretation’ (David & Kramer 2001: 2). 
Kramer (1979) argues that ethnoarchaeologists investigate contemporary 
cultural behavior from an archaeological perspective to be able to systematically 
define relationships between behavior and material culture as well as ascertain how 
features of that contemporary behavior might leave traces behind that could be 
found by archaeologists. Observing contemporary behavior leads to development 
and/ or refinements of insights into past behaviors. The basic assumption is that 
behavioral elements have material correlates, that, if found in the archaeological 
remains might be useful to develop inferences about past behaviors (Kramer 1979: 
1).  
The following definition is put forward by Longacre 1994: ‘Ethnoarchaeology 
is best thought of as the collection of data about the relationships between variation 
in material culture and aspects of human behavior and organization among living 
peoples […] undertaken by archaeologists’ (Longacre 1994: 6).  
A definition of ethnoarchaeology focusing on ceramics is that of Van As and 
London (1998/1999: 5): ‘Ethnoarchaeology is the study of extant peoples engaged in 
any activity relevant for clarifying the human behavior that contributes to the form, 
finish and function of artifacts. It is the natural partner to experimental archaeology, 
in which one attempts to recreate ancient artifacts, technologies and associated to 
learn about the relationship between human and material culture regardless of time 
and place. Ceramic ethnoarchaeology often involves studies of traditional potters, 
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i.e. those who work without the use of modern technology, for the purpose of 
investigating a wide range of subjects related to pottery production, decoration, use, 
reuse, and discard, among other topics.  
Thus, the authors of the aforementioned definitions agree on the fact that by 
studying present-day cultures3 and the material remains they produce nowadays, 
one can interpret ancient material remains (Carter 1997: 280-284). 
 
3.3.2 The history of ethnoarchaeology 
From the Renaissance onwards ethnographical data has been used for instance for  
biblical research in the Near East. The data was used to illustrate the Bible and 
provide a pictorial explanation/background for biblical studies. However, during the 
19th century more and more excavations where conducted and the excavated 
material was not longer solely intended as biblical illustration but studied as research 
material in itself (Van der Kooij 2002: 13-14).  
In the early 20th century the use of ethnographic data to interpret 
archaeological material continued. Native American peoples such as the Hopi and 
Zuni became the centre of attention. The term ethnoarchaeology was used for the 
first time by J. Fewkes in 1900, who studied the Hopi in the Southwest of North 
America (David & Kramer 2001: 6; Longacre 1991: 1-2). Observations in this period 
of time concerned the geographic environment, village life, nomadic migrations and 
town life and were used by archaeologists to interpret the material remains of the 
past. A direct connection between the present and the past was presumed based on 
the principle of analogy (Van der Kooij 2002: 14-15).  
From the 1950’s and 1960’s onwards with the rise of New Archaeology new 
approaches were introduced in both anthropology and archaeology (Longacre 1994: 
6). Developments took place in human ecology, anthropological analogy and 
archaeological theory. More ethnoarchaeological research was taking place for 
instance in the Near East and East Africa as well. An important contribution to 
ceramic ethnoarchaeology was the study of Mayan pottery by Thompson in 1958 
(cited in Longacre 1991: 4). In these decades the use of analogy was discussed by 
many scientists (proponents as well as opponents) as will be seen in the next 
paragraph. 
                                                 
3
 The present-day cultures might be similar to the ancient culture in environmental setting and 
cultural character, but this is not necessarily the case. 
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By the mid 1970’s the focus shifted to formation processes, both cultural and 
non-cultural. These processes are of course of influence on the formation of an 
archaeological site as they are of influence on the relationship between material and 
behavior (Longacre & Skibo 1994: 7, 11). In the opinion of Longacre & Skibo, 
ethnoarchaeology is the method to study cultural formation processes as the 
ethnoarchaeologist is the one that witnesses similar processes in progress. Next to 
that, it was argued that ethnoarchaeology is needed to test new techniques used in 
studying archaeological material (Longacre & Skibo 1994: ix). Many studies 
concerning pottery had been initiated in the 1970’s and 1980’s such as the research 
of Longacre at the Kalinga in the Philippines from 1973 onwards (Longacre 1991: 4; 
Longacre 1994). 
From the late 1980’s onward more attention is paid to the theory of 
ethnoarchaeology. New topics are addressed concerning for example housing and 
spatial distribution, for instance by Kent (1987, 1990). Other important subjects are 
village life with agriculture, pastoral nomadism, and crafts (Van der Kooij 2002: 16-
19).  
Studying crafts includes the study of pottery. The focus may be on (aspects 
of) production and organization of the craft, but also on the pottery itself. Concerning 
the production the research might focus on the technology (this may be combined 
with experimental archaeology), but also on the spatial distribution and use of the 
products which are in fact aspects of the economic and social situation. Next to that, 
the location of the production itself, the workshop, can be the center of attention as 
well as the organization of the work (including apprenticeship) (Van der Kooij 
2002:19). 
 
3.3.3 The basic principles of ethnoarchaeology 
Archaeology may be defined as ‘the study of past societies based upon material 
remains’ (Van der Kooij 2002: 20). The main task of an archaeologist is to collect 
remains by means of excavations and reconstruct post-deposition modifications of 
the materials residues of human activities that have been excavated. After that, it is 
necessary to reconstruct the decomposition (and/or reuse), use, production and 
design of the artifacts to be able to trace back the society and processes that have 
left behind the material remains.  
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In order to do so, the archaeologist needs parallels or analogies from another 
time or space, retrieved from history, ethnography and experiments. Therefore, 
ethnographic data needs to be collected to provide comparable data. Archaeologists 
collect this data by studying material in a systemic context: a behavioral system 
(Schiffer 1972: 157; Schiffer 1978: 231; Van der Kooij 2002: 21). This allows the 
archaeologist or ethnoarchaeologist to make specific or general statements about 
that behavior. Specific statements are done about one or just a few cultural groups. 
A general statement is concerned with the relationship between two or more 
variables without any regard of place or time. These general statements are what 
Schiffer calls laws, which is in accordance with the views of the New Archaeology of 
the 1970’s. He states that ‘the laws of nature are constant’ (Schiffer 1978: 240). 
Archaeologists or ethnoarchaeologists assume that the spatial distribution of 
archaeological material reflects spatial patterning of past behavior. Certain formation 
processes have led to certain archaeological remains. These processes are 
procurement, manufacture/preparation, use/consumption, maintenance, and discard 
as discussed by Schiffer (1972: 157). The task of the ethnoarchaeologist is then to 
understand and interpret the archaeological material in light of these processes so 
one is able to link the remains from the past to behavioral hypotheses (Schiffer 1972: 
163). Besides the mentioned processes that take place before the deposition of the 
material, it is also necessary to consider the post-depositional processes such as 
rearrangement of the material by humans or animals. Such post-depositional 
processes should also be thought of when interpreting the archaeological data. 
Kramer argues that ethnoarchaeology is of use in this (Kramer 1979: 8).  
Uniformitarianism is the principle on which the right to use analogies in 
archaeological study is based: analogies derived from present-day societies are 
used to interpret past events and processes (Schiffer 1978: 240; Watson 1979: 277). 
Schiffer states that ‘…the laws of nature are constant’ (Schiffer 1978: 240). This 
comprises the belief of universal equality (similarity), in past and present, of physical, 
chemical and biological processes and their result (Van der Kooij: 2002:21). These 
processes are subject to the same law(s), no matter where or when they are 
operational (Schiffer 1978: 240). By studying and observing processes in the 
present, it would be possible to understand the result of processes in the past. 
Ethnography or ethnoarchaeology can thus be used to interpret archaeological 
material as it studies present day processes that might lead to similar end results as 
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those that have been excavated as analogy encompasses the assumption that if 
something is like something else in some respects, it might also be the same in other 
respects (David & Kramer 2001: 1).  
 There are two types of analogy, namely specific analogies and general 
analogies. The specific analogies are the direct historical variety and require the 
demonstration of continuity between the ethnoarchaeologically studied units and the 
archaeological remains. It is concerned with specific behavior having a meaning. The 
general or cross-cultural variety of analogy usually does not involve a specific 
meaning, but generalized behavioral correlates (Thompson 1991: 235). In the 
opinion of Longacre the general analogies are of broader use in ethnoarchaeological 
research as ethnoarchaeology is about generalizations (Longacre 1991: 10).  
However, the use of analogy has been mistrusted by archaeologists over the 
decennia. It has been frequently discussed, both by critics as well as by proponents. 
Extreme critics such as Freeman (1968) and Gould (1980) and archaeologists 
influenced by the New Archaeology are cited by Wylie (1985: 63-112, with an 
overview on pages 82-84). In their opinion, analogy must be not be used as it might 
distort and limit the understanding of the past by archaeologists. In her article Wylie 
discusses several examples of how analogy has been used in a wrong way, for 
instance by Sollas (1924). Sollas assumed that modern ethnographic ‘primitives’ 
represented their prehistoric counterparts, in other words that they are their 
descendents. Interpretations as these have led to criticism, but Wylie has shown in 
her article that the critics of analogy have failed to demonstrated why it should not be 
used in ethnoarchaeology. Of course it is recognized that are limitations that 
archaeologists must be aware of in order to apply analogy in a legitimate way.  
One should keep in mind, for example, that not all past behavior might be 
observable nowadays and vice versa (Kramer 1979: 2, 9). Also, it is not sure that all 
the processes observed in the present lead to the same results as in the past. 
Another possibility is that different processes in the past have led to the same result. 
Archaeological remains show a great variety as they are the result of several cultural 
and non-cultural factors; factors that might not necessarily be present in societies 
nowadays. One should also be careful in comparing societies that are socially 
contrasting (Longacre 1991: 7; Peacock 1982: 12; Schiffer 1978: 240; Van der Kooij 
2002: 21). Next to that, one can not always assume that a past society is exactly 
similar to present societies, thus is not possible to transfer ethnographic material 
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onto archaeological material straightaway (Watson 1979: 278, 280, 286). Cultural 
context can be of great influence and must be considered during 
ethnoarchaeological research. Societies are in constant change causing traditions 
and meaning of practices to change as well (Wendrich 2002a: 8).  
Other pitfalls must be avoided in ethnoarchaeological research as well. 
Material remains that are excavated by archaeologists carry messages related to 
wealth, status, profession, gender and age. Therefore, they are meaningful results of 
a society and can be an a expression of (group) identity, and carrier of symbolic 
values. However, this need not always be the case. A change in style can mean a 
change in for instance ideology, but can perfectly well have just an economic 
background. Furthermore, symbolic meaning can change over time. This must be 
kept in mind while interpreting material culture in ethnoarchaeological research 
(Wendrich 2002a: 9). Also, when comparing two situations, it is not enough to just 
compare them and point out the parallels between the two situations. One needs to 
explain the meaning of the parallels and explain why the parallels are there. It is also 
very important to avoid a division of ‘us’ and ‘them’, the people from the past. One 
needs to consider the individuality of the studied people with sensitivity. Last but not 
least, as already mentioned before, one needs to account for change and 
development in both past and present cultures. Ancient cultures may not always 
have modern parallels and can be unique. Therefore, one needs to recognize the 
limitations of continuity between modern and ancient cultures (Wendrich 2002a:10).  
To prevent distortion of the interpretation of archaeological material with the 
aid of ethnoarchaeological data, it is necessary to use as many models as possible 
as is argued by Van der Leeuw. He argues that technological, cognitive, functional, 
social, cultural and religious models should be used if available. These models 
should be connected to the empirically collected data (through ethnoarchaeology 
and experimental archaeology) to interpret archaeological remains, not only to find 
similarities but also variations (Van der Leeuw 1991: 36-38). By formulating 
hypotheses about the past and testing them against other ethnoarchaeological 
situations and archaeological data it is possible to generalize the obtained 
information and get closer to the past (Watson 1979: 286; Wylie 1985: 104). In this 
thesis a selection of pottery workshops in present-day Egypt will be documented, but 
also a general view of the workshops and activities therein (processes in the 
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workshop) will be created in order to interpret archaeological remains. To test this 
generalization a case study of a site in el-Amarna will be discussed in chapter 9.  
 
3.3.4 The use and methods of ethnoarchaeology 
The first step an ethnoarchaeologist should take is the selection of the society or 
area that will be the subject of research. Once this has been established, the 
collection of data is the next step through fieldwork: observing and documenting the 
behavior of the studied people, their material residue and the relationship between 
the behavior and the material remains. After that it is time to analyze the collected 
data. This includes determining the factors and processes that lead to a certain 
material residue and constructing and abstracting a model of the relationship 
between the behavior and the archaeological data. The application of the models on 
archaeological material that needs to be interpreted. This will result in hypothetical 
reconstruction of the human behavior in the past keeping a degree of uncertainty in 
mind. Alternative interpretations of the behavior should be tried and falsified by 
testing the hypotheses that had been constructed using the ethnoarchaeological 
material that is collected (Longacre 1991: 5; Peacock 2001: 107; Van der Kooij 2002: 
22).  
Ethnoarchaeological research can be conducted in several different ways as 
the methods used depend on the research question, on the available 
(archaeological) material4 and on the interpretative framework (Wendrich 2002a: 8). 
The various applications of ethnoarchaeology are summarized in the table of 
Wendrich (Wendrich 2002a: 8) that can be seen in figure 6. Several of these 
frameworks can be used at the same time during ethnoarchaeological studies. 
Data that can be collected ethnoarchaeologically is informant data or 
behavioral data. The informant data is data that is gathered through interviewing of 
people. Behavioral data is compiled by observation by walking around with for 
instance a recording sheet on which notes are made (Schiffer 1978: 236). Prior to 
visiting the area it is possible to set up specific questions to be prepared when 
actually visiting the workshops. However, while working, other and/or additional 
questions might arise and other insights can be retrieved than initially planned. 
                                                 
4
 Archaeological material can consist of objects, objects in context or objects in the 
environment. A combination of these three can also be the main subject of research 
(Wendrich 2002a: 8).  
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Therefore, one can set up research questions, but it is very well possible that one 
needs to adapt those to circumstances. As has been stated by Henein, it is possible 
to be interested in a subject but have no fixed research question and just study the 
material that crosses one’s path (Henein 2002: 94).  
As said above, it is possible to informally observe ethnoarchaeological 
situations (Thompson 1991: 232-233). If one is short on time, one can pay shorter 
visits to a location such as the visits paid to the workshops in Egypt by the author. 
These visits might also yield (although maybe limited) useful information that that 
can be used for several types of research. One can for instance study a craft or 
technology for an archaeological purpose as this provides information about objects 
that archaeologists might encounter in the archaeological material. It is possible that 
behavioral correlates for these objects are identified during ethnoarchaeological 
research. It is also possible to study in depth (parts of) a society to achieve a fuller 
understanding of an object within a culture, which provides a broader base for the 
interpretation of archaeological remains. One of the methods used to conduct 
ethnoarchaeological research of this type is to live with the people and try to blend in 
with the community to gain their trust and retrieve information in that way (Henein 
2002: 94; Thompson 1991: 232-233). 
One should keep in mind that time and money and also the research 
questions influence the extent of the visits and research that can be conducted on 
the spot and therefore influence the results that can be achieved. 
 
3.3.5 An ethnoarchaeological model to study workshops 
Now that the use of ethnoarchaeology is discussed in the previous paragraphs, it is 
time to go over to the ethnoarchaeological study of pottery workshops. Before the 
workshops studied for this thesis will be discussed in the following chapters it is 
necessary to identify the various types of workshops that might be encountered in a 
society. In his study of Roman pottery workshops Peacock (1982) has made a 
subdivision of several types of workshops based on their modes of production 
(Peacock 1982: 8-11). This model has been successfully been applied by for 
instance Annis in her ethnoarchaeological research of pottery workshops in Sardinia 
(Annis 1988). The following workshop types have been discussed by Peacock as 
well as by Annis and Bourriau et al. 2000: 
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a. Household production: the workshop is non-professional and the production 
is intended to meet ones own needs. This type was most probably of major 
importance in antiquity, but may not really be visible in archaeological 
material. The pottery produced here is crude hand-made pottery (Bourriau et 
al. 2000: 141-142; Peacock 1982: 8).  
b. Household industry: this still concerns domestic production of pottery. There 
may be some trading of the wares, but the production is not vital to the 
subsistence of the producer. The potter might be aided by friends or family 
and uses non-specialized equipment (Annis 1988: 48-50; Bourriau et al. 
2000: 141-142; Peacock 1982: 8). 
c. Individual workshops: the production of pottery in individual workshops is vital 
to subsistence and economically essential as it is serving the local 
community. There is specialized equipment such as a wheel and kiln to be 
expected in this type of workshop. The potters and their assistants have 
designated tasks to execute (Annis 1988: 58-60; Bourriau et al. 2000: 141-
142; Peacock 1982: 9). 
d. Nucleated workshops: in this case one can speak of an industrial complex 
that is made up of several individual workshops grouped together. The 
workshops are nucleated to facilitate raw materials, labor and the access to 
markets. Similar to the individual workshop, the production is vital to 
subsistence of the potters. The used techniques of production are highly 
developed. The pottery produced is of high quality and standardized types. 
This type of workshop can be most of the time be indicated by wheel-made 
pottery (Bourriau et al. 2000: 141-142; Peacock 1982: 9).  
e. Manufactory: here a number of potters are grouped together in one workshop 
and produce one highly specialized type of product. The workmen might all 
be specialized in one task. It is, however, difficult to make a distinction 
between a manufactory and a workshop where a several potters work 
together. Peacock argues that the two types might be distinguished by their 
scale, suggesting a minimum of 12 employees for a manufactory. Also, the 
size of the premises, the degree of specialization as well as the amount of 
production are of importance. Next to that, the manufactory requires much 
more capital than nucleated workshops (Peacock 1982: 9). 
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f. Factory: the factory is somewhat similar to the manufactory concerning the 
grouping of workmen and specialization of labor, but also involves the use of 
power-driven wheels and/or other machines (Peacock 1982: 10). 
g. Estate production: the production in an estate is most likely intended for 
internal needs, but might serve a commercial role as well (Peacock 1982: 
10). 
h. Military and other official production: this type of workshop is recognizable 
from the efficiently planned production intended to use the best methods to 
manufacture as much as possible while minimizing the workforce needed. 
The production is for internal use and carefully monitored (Peacock 1982: 
11).  
This subdivision of workshops will be kept in mind in the following chapters while 
discussing the pottery workshops that have been visited. The author will try appoint 
these workshop types to the workshops visited in Egypt. It is of course possible that 
a workshop might not fit any of the types, but rather falls between two types. 
Studying activities in a certain area might enable archaeologists to predict activity 
areas in an archaeological site and provide them with information to choose better 
sampling techniques (Longacre & Skibo 1994: x). Therefore, the author has chosen 
to try to characterize workshops discussed in the remainder of this thesis according 
to the model of Peacock.  
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4. Fustat 
 
4.1 Introduction 
Fustat has been one of the first areas in Cairo to be inhabited after the conquest of 
Egypt by the Arabs in the seventh century AD. The ‘Amr ibn el-‘As mosque in the 
area of Fustat is the first mosque built in Egypt (in the years 641-642) for the 
garrison troops of commander ‘Amr ibn el-‘As that were located in Fustat (Behrens-
Abouseif: 1989: 47) (figures 1 and 2) The area behind the mosque has been 
occupied by potters in the previous decades. However, the potters had to relocate 
about 20-30 years ago as the area was designated as archaeological site. The 
potters shifted to an area to the southwest of their original location, on other side of 
the road that leads through the area.5 The new area, located between the road and 
the cliffs of a stone quarry to the south, is called Batn el-Baqara or Fawakher el-
Gededa (Van As et al. 2009: 5).  
The traditional craft, the potters and their workshops were documented 
during a project of the Netherlands Flemish Institute in Cairo (NFIC) in cooperation 
with the Leiden University (the Netherlands) in 2008. The author has spent three 
weeks at the site of Fustat during this project. The following discussion of the 
workshops in Fustat is mainly based on the visits paid to the site in 2008.6 The final 
publication of the research is forthcoming. A preliminary report has been published in 
the Leiden Journal of Pottery Studies, Volume 25-2009 (p. 5-30). Information from 
this report has been used in the description of the workshops hereunder.  
 Before the NFIC project, the site of Fustat has been visited by Dr. G. van der 
Kooij and Dr. W. Wendrich who wrote a short article about Fustat (Van der Kooij & 
Wendrich 2002: 147-158). Also, a French team led by L. Golvin has studied the 
workshops of Fustat in the 1970’s (Golvin et al. 1982). It would be interesting to 
compare the articles of Van der Kooij & Wendrich with that of Golvin and the 
observations of the NFIC team to track down changes in the workshops. However, 
                                                 
5
 However, some of the workshops discussed in this report seem to have been located in this 
area for about 40 years already as the potters told the Dutch team during the visits in 2008. 
6
 The area had been visited by Dr. Kim Duistermaat and Mr. Niels Groot in March 2008 (an 
article was published in the Leiden Journal of Pottery Studies 24, 181-186). During this visit it 
became clear that much had changed between 1998 and 2008. This visit led to the Fustat 
project of the NFIC and the Leiden University in the fall of 2008. For more details on the 
project see Van As et al. 2009: 7. 
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this is not the main focus of this thesis and the comparison of the workshops through 
time deserves research on it’s own.  
 
4.2 The workshops 
About 50-60 workshops had occupied the area of the workshops in the past. 
However, during the visits of the author in 2008 about ten workshops were still in use 
(the project of the NFIC and the Leiden University focused on five of them). The 
workshops in the area were being demolished by the government and replaced by 
newly built workshops. Many of the new workshops had already been constructed, 
but were not facilitated with running water or electricity yet. The potters, therefore, 
had not been able to take the new buildings into use. The workshops that were still 
present during the visits of the NFIC and Leiden University team were about to be 
demolished in the near future as well. In figure 8 one can see an overview of Fustat 
with the traditional workshops in the front and new architecture in the back. 
The author visited the site again shortly in October 2010 and found out that of 
the traditional workshops still present in 2008 only about three were still producing  
pottery. The building project of the government proceeded steadily and large ditches 
had been dug around the still occupied workshops (figure 8). Some of the workshops 
that had been studied in 2008 had been completely demolished and replaced by new 
architecture. Talking to the potters in 2010 made clear that they expected their 
workshops to be removed in January 2011. However, as the new buildings had still 
not been connected to water and electricity, they were left in the dark about their 
future. The potters explained that some of the potters who’s workshop had already 
been destroyed were waiting for the new ones to be ready for use. Others had 
moved to new locations with their workshops. One of the still present potters 
explained that he had already built a new workshop in Giza where he would shift to 
after the destruction of his workshop in Fustat. However, many of the potters whose 
workshop had been demolished have quit their jobs and searched for another 
occupation. They needed to provide for their families and themselves, and could not 
wait until the new workshops were ready to use. Also, as one of the potters told the 
author, they were worried that after the removal of the traditional workshop, people 
would not know that pottery was produced in the new workshops leading to a drop in 
retail.  
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The fact that the workshops were being demolished at such a great speed 
makes it clear that the project initiated by the NFIC and Leiden University was of 
utmost importance. Had it not been for this project, the traditional workshops would 
have disappeared without having being recorded (except for the earlier mentioned 
publications). As the new workshops will be equipped with modern technology, for 
instance with electric kilns, the traditional way of pottery production will undergo 
several changes. The visits of the author and the NFIC/Leiden University have 
proved to be conducted just in time in 2008, as almost all of the workshops had 
diminished in 2010. As has been explained in chapter 3, ethnoarchaeology can be 
used to study archaeological material by studying present-day communities. The 
study of the traditional pottery workshops in present-day Egypt could therefore be 
used to interpret the production of pottery and the workshops from the past. Thus, 
next to the documentation of the rapidly disappearing workshops, the description of 
these workshops might be of help in interpreting archaeological remains. 
Of the workshops visited by the author in 2008 and 2010 only four will be 
discussed (figure 9). Three of them were still in use during the visit in 2010. These 
workshops have been visited the most and are therefore better documented than the 
other workshops in Fustat. They will be numbered workshop A, B, C and D and will 
be discussed in separate chapters. The workshops and their layout will be described, 
as well as the various phases of the production of pottery conducted in the 
workshops.  
 
4.3 Workshop A 
Workshop A is owned by two brothers, Mr. Osama Ali and Mr. Ali Darwish Ali (Van 
As et al. 2009: 24). This is one of the most visited workshops as Mr. Ali Darwish Ali 
is head of the Fustat Association for Pottery Production and stood in close contact 
with the Netherlands Flemish Institute in Cairo during the project. 
The workshop appears to have been in place for about 40 years, as told by 
the potters. This indicates that the area of Batn el-Baqara had been occupied by 
pottery workshops already before the potters were forced to leave the archaeological 
area of Fustat and shift to the presently occupied area. 
The workshop can be divided into several functional areas. Two main areas 
are the covered area where the pottery is produced (northern building) and the open 
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courtyard with kilns and levigation and sedimentation basins to the south of the 
covered area. Both will be described separately in the following sections. 
 
4.3.1 The covered area   
The covered part of the workshop consists of three separate rooms (see figure 10). 
The rooms have been divided by piles and stacks of molds and pottery tucked 
between stone pillars. The rooms will be number 1, 2 and 3. The first room is where 
two fast wheels are located. Upon entering the workshop by the entrance on the 
north side the first of the wheels (number 1) is seen on the west side of the room, 
while the second one (number 2) is placed against the southern wall of the covered 
area, opposite the entrance. During the visits of the NFIC/Leiden project, it appeared 
that the wheel on west side of room 1 was used the most. 
Three of the outer walls of the workshop are built of bricks. However, the 
eastern wall of room 1 is made up of bricks, molds, plastic bags and pottery, as can 
be seen in figure 11. The roof of the covered area is supported by several pillars 
made of brick and some additional wooden beams. The roof itself was made from 
wooden beams, wooden boards, branches of wood and reeds. The roof is flat and is 
therefore suitable for storage of pottery and other material not in use. See figure 8 for 
an overview over the workshops in Fustat, showing the roof of a.o. workshop A in the 
front.  
The empty space in room 1 is used for several kinds of activities. To the 
northern side of wheel 1 stacks of wooden boards are placed.7 In front of the wheel 
is a platform built against one of the pillars. This platform is used for the kneading of 
clay. On the south side of this pillar is a small spot that is used to light a fire to heat 
tea water. The space between wheel 1 and wheel 2 is used by the assistants to 
trample heaps of clay to produce a homogeneous body of clay when needed (figure 
12). The remaining space in room 1 is used for the drying of pottery.  
It appeared that room 2 (the northern room) was intended for similar use as 
the empty space in room 1. Pottery that needed to dry between production phases 
was placed in this room. Other material not in use is stored here as well. In the north 
western corner of the room plastic bags with unknown content were stacked. Pottery 
                                                 
7
 These boards are used by the potter to put pottery on during the production of the vessels. 
Assistants can carry the boards with pottery around the workshop and place them on the 
floor to dry.  
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and molds were placed here as well. In fact, the wall between rooms 2 and 3 was 
made up of molds, pottery, bags and other objects not in use as said before. During 
the visits of the author however, the room did not seem to be in use a lot (figure 13).  
Room 3, on the contrary, was in constant use, namely to prepare the clay 
after taking it from the levigation and sedimentation basins. Large heaps of clay were 
stored in this room and were trampled here by assistants of the potters. During the 
trampling the assistants make sure that inclusions and air are removed from the clay. 
Next to that, a clay powder was added to the clay in this stage. The patches of 
trampled clay were occasionally covered with plastic sheets to stay damp until the 
clay is needed by the potter (figure 14).  
 
4.3.2 The open courtyard 
In the southern wall of room 1 a doorway gave access to the open courtyard located 
to the south of the covered area. To the west of the doorway one encounters three 
levigation and sedimentation basins (figure 15). One rounded basin and two more or 
less rectangular shaped basins are used to prepare the raw material. To the south of 
the basins a closed room was used to store chairs and pottery but also as office. 
This closed room is covered and on top of it a mosque was built. The empty space in 
front of the office is used to store and dry pottery (figure 16). 
Opposite the closed office, on the east side of the workshop, a large kiln 
(figure 17) with two rooms and fire rooms working on gas was built against the outer 
wall of the courtyard (in the southern part of the courtyard). However, this kiln was 
not in use to fire pottery but more to store pottery as they had appeared to be too 
dangerous to use. A smaller kiln of built of bricks is built to the north of the gas kiln 
(figure 18). This smaller kiln was fired in a traditional way using with waste wood and 
the like. The space between the larger kiln and the smaller kiln was filled up with 
plastic bags. Some of the bags contained fire wood, others were filled with smaller 
pottery stored there and ready to be sold/picked up by a salesman.  
The open space in the center of the courtyard was filled up with drying 
pottery (figure 19). Pottery was also placed to dry to the north of the workshop, close 
to the entrance. It appears that pottery drying in the covered part of the workshop 
often still needs to be finished by the potters, unlike the pottery in the courtyard and 
outside the workshop that is ready to be fired after drying.  
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4.3.3 Production in workshop A 
The potters explained that they made use of clay from Aswan, mixed with local Nile 
silts. The raw material is placed outside the workshop; to the north of the workshop a 
large heap of clay is encountered when approaching the workshop from the road. 
This clay is taken in large reeds buckets into the open courtyard by one or two men 
and thrown into the circular basin. This basin is constantly filled with water from a tap 
protruding from the wall to the south of the basin. One man stands in this basin, 
trampling the clay to mix it with the water and removing all the larger inclusions that 
he finds while moving around swiftly. He throws the inclusions to the side of the 
basin. Once all the impurities are removed, the mixture is put in the second basin, 
the sedimentation basin. The man standing in the circular basin uses a plastic bucket 
to pour the water into the other basin by throwing it through a sieve. Through a hole 
in the wall between these two basins, the water flows back into the circular basin. 
The man in the basin throws it back into the sedimentation basin again several times 
until the clay is cleared from the inclusions (figure 20). After that, the Nile silt clay is 
mixed with the Aswan clay and placed in the third basin. It stays in this basin until it 
is needed in the workshop. The clay is then taken from the basin and placed in room 
3 in the workshop. There the clay is trampled by one or two assistants to remove 
pockets of air and mix it with more Aswan clay powder (figure 21). The clay is stored 
in this room in circular heaps covered with plastic sheets. When the clay is needed, 
smaller humps are taken into room 1 of the workshop where they are kneaded by 
hand and mixed with more clay powder (figure 22). The clay is then ready for use 
and handed over to the potter, who is seated behind his wheel, by one of the 
assistants. 
The potters of workshop A were specialized in manufacturing various types 
and sizes of pottery. During the visit of the author many small vase-like pots were 
formed on the wheel. However, the potters also showed their skills by producing 
larger vessels such as decorative pots. 
The smaller vessels are produced by throwing from the hump. One large 
hump of clay is used by the potter to make many smaller vessels. Once the vessel is 
finished, he cuts it from the hump by using a thread. He then places the vessel on a 
wooden board (figure 23). When the board is filled with vessels, one of the assistants 
takes the board outside for the pottery to dry in the sun. Somewhat larger vessels 
are manufactured by throwing it from one piece of clay. The largest vessels are 
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made in two phases. First the body of the pot is produced and put to dry. When dry 
enough, the base is closed by putting the vessel upside down on the wheel. Then it 
is placed outside to dry again until it is leather-hard. Very large, cylindrical pottery is 
made in parts (either coils or cylinders) that are placed on top of each other and are 
attached to one another by the potter on the wheel.  
Some of the vessels are decorated after drying. This is done by an assistant 
of the potters who is specialized in decorating. The man takes a portable turntable 
and places that in the workshop, wherever there is space available. During one of 
the visits of the author the man sat on the stone platform that is normally used for the 
kneading of lumps of clay. The man puts the vessels on turntable and scratches the 
decoration in the pot using a knife or other sharp tool (figure 24). After that, he 
smoothes the pot with a plastic plate and wet sponge. The pottery is then left to dry 
until the kiln is fired.  
All the pottery is fired in the small traditional kiln in the north-eastern corner of 
the courtyard. The back of the kiln is built against the eastern wall the courtyard. The 
kiln is loaded from the open front side by one of the potters and one or two 
assistants handing him the dry pottery (figure 25). Various types of vessels are fired 
at the same time. Larger vessels are placed at the bottom of the kiln and smaller 
ones on top of them, and tucked between them. The opening of the kiln is closed 
with bricks, that are plastered with clay. The top of the kiln is closed with roof tiles 
and few sheets of iron. 
The fire room of the kiln is located in the lower part of the updraft kiln. One 
man fires the kiln using wood and paper. The fuel (scrap wood) is added at irregular 
intervals until the desired temperature is reached. The opening of the fire room is 
then closed with a metal sheet. The kiln is left to fire until the next day. The pottery is 
unloaded when it is needed or when the kiln is needed for a next firing. The fired 
pottery is placed in the bags in the courtyard and outside, to the north of the 
workshop (close to the heaps of raw material). 
  
4.4 Workshop B 
Workshop B is located directly to the west of workshop A and is a complex built up of 
several large rooms (figure 26). The entire workshop is built from bricks (and 
occasionally natural stone) and most of the workshop is covered with a roof made of 
wooden and iron beams and wooden boards. The roof of the workshop is supported 
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by brick pillars and occasionally a wooden beam (figure 8). Three rooms will be 
discussed in the paragraphs below. Two of the rooms (rooms 1 and 2) are reached 
from a passage leading from the entrance on the road side down to the rooms. The 
third room is reached by passing through room 2. The rooms will be focused on first, 
after which the other activity areas (including the passage) connected to this 
workshop will be described.  
 
4.4.1 Room 1  
This room is located at the rear end of the passage in the most southern part of the 
complex. The rectangular room is orientated east-west. Several activities were 
carried out in this room during the visits of the author. When entering the room one 
saw two wheels to the right (along the northern wall of the room) that were constantly 
in use. To the west of the wheels a westward extension of the room was used for the 
storage of damp clay that had been brought into the workshop from the preparation 
basins outside. The clay is further prepared inside in the workshop, mainly in front of 
the western wheel. Assistants take part of the clay and trample that until it is a 
homogeneous clay body (figure 27). 
In the eastern part of the room (to the east of the entrance) one finds two 
‘tables’ on which two men are producing pottery in molds, for instance lamps. Along 
the walls of this part of the room are wooden shelves on which the molds are stored 
and molded shapes are placed to dry. Between the tables are one or two persons 
decorating the molded objects. In the north-eastern corner of the workshop was an 
iron stairs leading to the roof of the workshop were pottery was placed to dry in the 
sun (figure 28).  
The remaining space in the workshop, along the southern wall was used for 
the placement of drying pottery (figure 29). The pottery inside the workshop was 
mostly pottery that was produced in several stages and needed to dry in order to be 
able to continue with the next stage. Finished pottery that needs to dry before being 
fired was placed mainly on the roof and in room 2.  
 
4.4.2 Room 2  
Similar to room 1, this rectangular room is made of bricks and the roof is supported 
by many pillars. However, one part of the room is not covered: the area where a kiln 
is located (against the southern wall). As mentioned by Van As et al. 2009 this is 
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most probably the oldest part of the workshop and it was modified several times 
(Van As et al. 2009: 16).  
Room 2 lies to the west of the passage way and the entrance to the room is 
halfway the passage. To the east and west of the entrance of this room ca. 4 men 
are decorating lamps, pots and various other shapes of pottery. They sit or stand 
behind a portable turntable on which the pottery is placed. The work is mostly done 
with a sharp instrument to carve and cut out patterns in the leather-hard vessels. The 
vessels that are decorated in room 2 are the ones produced in room 1. They are 
carried between the two rooms by assistants. To the north of the entrance are about 
three men working on the decoration of the pottery. On the south side of the 
entrance only one person was working. In this area table-like construction was built 
against the eastern wall of the room used for instance to place tea cups and other 
objects (figure 30). 
Besides the decoration activities in this workshop, the remaining space in the 
workshop is taken up by drying pottery (figure 31). The pottery that is manufactured 
in rooms 1 and 3 is placed in room 2 to dry so they can be decorated or until they are 
ready to be fired. Between the drying pottery a woman was once seated on the floor. 
She was treating the decorated, dry pottery with a scourer.  
A small kiln was built against the southern wall of room 2. It is partly dug into 
to floor of the workshop and the ditch around the kiln is crossed by a wooden board 
that is placed between the floor of the workshop and the kiln (figure 32). Surrounding 
the kiln are fired pots (placed on the western side of the kiln) and drying vessels (to 
the east). A large heap of scrap wood is located in front of the kiln. Between the kiln 
and the drying pottery in the centre of the room is a pathway that leads from the 
entrance passage through room 2 to the doorway that leads to the clay preparation 
basins and room 3. To the east of the kiln a wall (only a lower half, not reaching to 
the roof) separates the area of the kiln of a basin-like construction that is also built 
against the southern wall. However, this basin was not in use during the visits of the 
author. The roof above the kiln had been removed and perhaps partly been burned 
during firings of the kiln. 
Apart from the small kiln inside the workshop, three other kilns belonged to 
workshop B. Two of them lie along on the east side of the passage from which one 
enters the workshop on the north-side. The kiln on the north side of the passage was 
still in use and has been seen while being fired during the visits of the author (figure 
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33). The other two kilns, one built against the north wall of room 1, and the other one 
against the north wall of room 2 had gone out of use as a kiln. They were now used 
as storage for fired pottery (figure 34). 
 
4.4.3 Room 3 
Exiting room 2 from the entrance in the west wall, one arrives at a courtyard. To the 
south of this courtyard an extra room was added to the workshop about ten years 
ago (Van As et al. 2009: 17). This rectangular building is made of bricks and a roof 
constructed out of wooden beams and board. The room is mainly used to produce a 
variety of objects in molds. Examples are elephants, peacocks, tree trucks and 
lamps all of which are intended for (garden) decoration.  
Room 3 has two entrances in the north wall, but only the west one was used. 
When entering the workshop the first thing one encounters are drying objects. They 
are placed on the floor in the western and central part of the workshop, but also on 
shelves along the north and east wall of the workshop.  
Along the south wall two portable turntables and seats are located. This is 
were the leather-hard objects are decorated by one or two of the three men usually 
working in this room (figure 35).  
In the southeast corner of the work a ‘table’ is constructed of wooden boards. 
When working with smaller molds, the work is done on this table. A heap of prepared 
clay is place along the east wall of which humps are taken to manufacture the slabs. 
Slabs of clay are put on a large metal barrel next to this table and within reach of the 
man behind the table. The slabs of clay are produced in the eastern part of the 
workshop, close to the table. In the northeast corner objects are produced using 
larger molds, that are to heavy to place on the table. These molds are simply put on 
the floor, lined with clay and left there to dry until the clay is hard enough to remove 
the mold (figures 36 and 37).  
 
4.4.4 Other activity areas  
Besides the three rooms discussed up until now, there are other areas belonging to 
the workshop that have not been described yet. This includes the passage leading to 
room 1 and 2 and the levigation and sedimentation basins and three other kilns 
belonging to this workshop. A light will be shed at them in this paragraph.  
  
39 
The passage (figure 38) of the workshop already mentioned a few times 
before, is entered from the north and leads to rooms 1 and 2 as well as to two kilns 
along the eastern side of the passage (figure 26). Immediately to the east of the 
entrance (on the side of the road to the north) to the passage are two small rooms 
that are used as storage. To the south of these rooms is one of the kilns that are in 
use in workshop B. To the west of the entrance is the back wall of the other kiln and 
a stairways leading up to the kiln and roof, but this kiln is not used to fire pottery 
anymore but as storage facility. Continuing to the south the working kiln is passed 
and a large heap of scrap wood is found in front of the kiln. To the south of the heap 
is a third kiln, used as storage as well. The kilns of workshop B are all made of 
bricks, with an room intended for the pottery and in the lower part the fire room. They 
are square buildings with a domed roof. Thus, of the kilns of workshop B, two are in 
use to fire pottery and two are used as storage as has been mentioned before.  
Along the west wall of the passage two clay preparation basins are seen 
(figure 38). They seem to be in use, as the clay that was seen in these baths was still 
damp. Another bath to the north of the entrance to room 2 was not in use. The area 
between these baths as well as other empty places in the passage were used to 
place pottery on the floor to dry. Also, some fired vessels of unusual size  were seen 
on this side of the passage (figure 38). Wooden shelves on both sides of the 
passage were used to store fired vessels. Along the east wall of the passage, close 
to the entrance to room 1, many plastic bags are stacked. These bags probably 
contained raw material (clay). 
The main levigation and sedimentation basins used in workshop B were 
located to the west of room 2 and to the north of room 3. Three baths were seen, two 
rectangular ones and one circular one. Along the ridges of the baths many plastic 
bags with raw material were placed, so they can be easily emptied in the baths. At 
least two of the baths (the rectangular ones) were in use during the visits of the 
author (figure 39). 
 
4.4.5 Production in workshop B 
The raw material, clay imported from Aswan and local Nile silts, are stored in plastic 
bags. As mentioned above, these are placed in the passage and along the levigation 
baths. When the clay is needed, it is mixed and water is added in one or two of the 
baths. The clay is then left in the baths for a few days. Assistants of the potters take 
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lumps of damp clay to room 1 and place it in the extension of the room in the north-
west extension. From this large pile smaller humps are put on the floor in front of the 
wheels. The clay is trampled there by one of the assistants. Once the clay has 
achieved the desired consistency, lumps of clay are handed over to the potters 
working on the wheels in room 1 or used by the men working with the molds in room 
3.  
The pottery produced in room 1 largely consisted of decorative objects such 
as lamps, vases, garden pots and so on of middle and large size. The pottery is 
manufactured on a fast wheel in several stages or in molds. The products are placed 
in room 1 for the first drying stage. The assistants take the unfinished pottery and 
place them on the floor (carrying the vessels around on wooden boards) to dry until 
they are ready to be finished. After that, they are taken to room 2 to become leather-
hard and to get decorated. Some decoration is conducted in room 1 as well, but the 
main area for decoration is room 2.  
The pots, vases, lamps and so on are placed on a portable turntable and are 
scratched and incised by the men in room 2 (and occasionally in room 1) using 
knives, other sharp tools and wetted sponge (figure 40). When the patterning is 
finished, the pots are occasionally scoured by a woman that has been seen a few 
times. Then the pottery is put aside until it will be fired.  
In room 3 several tasks are conducted by the three men working there. 
These include making clay slabs, filling the molds and decorating the leather-hard 
objects. One person is assigned to making the slabs, while another uses the slabs to 
form the objects in a mold. The third one is decorating the leather-hard pottery. The 
tasks are interchangeable between the three men: all of them are able to conduct 
any of these activities as became clear during the visits.  
As said before, the clay used to produce the objects has to be turned into 
slabs (this is done in room 3 but also in the eastern part of room 1). One of the men 
takes lumps of clay and places them on a metal board with rims on the side (figure 
41). The clay is trampled by foot first after which the superfluous clay is removed 
with a tool made of wood with a tight string. The next person takes the prepared 
slabs and places them in a mold that is sprinkled with talcum powder. The clay is 
pressed into the mold, that is usually made of two (or more) gypsum halves. Some 
extra clay is added to the rims of the molds, and the clay is wetted during the work. 
The loose parts of the mold are then put together and placed aside for the clay to 
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dry. Once the clay has hardened enough, the molds are removed and the objects 
are placed on the floor or on the shelves to dry. When leather-hard, one of the men 
puts the object on a portable turntable and scratches and cuts a pattern into the 
object. They are rubbed with a wetted sponge as finishing touch. The pottery is then 
ready to be fired.  
The firing of the pottery produced and decorated in all three rooms is 
conducted in two of the updraft kilns belonging to the workshop. The kilns are filled 
by the assistants and fired by an elderly man that seemed to be a firing specialist. 
The kiln is loaded with pottery by the assistants working in workshop B, after which 
the opening of the kiln is closed with bricks and mud plaster. The kiln is fired with fuel 
of wooden waste that is placed in heaps in front of the kiln. The firing takes about 12 
hours and is done overnight. After firing the kiln is opened and the pottery is left to 
cool down. When the pottery is cooled down enough the assistants remove the 
pottery and place it on the roof and outside in the area to the north of the workshop 
(figure 42). Occasionally a man (who was not involved in the other production 
processes) was standing outside the workshop further decorating the pottery. The 
pottery is submerged in a black paint-like substance, left to dry and after that painted 
with for instance red paint (figure 43). Lastly, a varnish might be applied to the 
vessels.  
 
4.5 Workshop C 
Workshop C is located to the northwest of workshops A and B and orientated east-
west (figure 44).8 Instead of decorative pottery, mainly roof tiles were produced here. 
One man was manufacturing the tiles, while one or two young assistants aided him.  
The workshop consisted of three rooms (figure 44), but the majority of the work 
seemed to have been conducted in only one of them. The workshop is entirely built 
of bricks. The walls of room 2 were plastered on the inside to prevent damp clay 
stored here from drying. The roof of the workshop is carried by brick pillars and an 
occasional wooden beam and is made up of wooden boards and beams and other 
material (figure 45). 
Two brick kilns are used by the workshop and are built to the east of the 
workshop (figure 9 and 46). A large complex of levigation and sedimentation baths to 
                                                 
8
 This workshop had been demolished when the author visited Fustat in October 2010. Deep 
ditches and new architecture replaced the workshop.  
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the west of the workshop appeared to have been in use by workshop C (figure 47). 
All the now mentioned functional areas will be discussed in the following paragraphs.  
 
4.5.1 Room 1  
This room, a gallery more than a real room, is the main working area in workshop C. 
One man, called Ahmed, is working in this workshop, most of the time assisted by a 
young boy who is carrying the roof tiles around. Two entrances are located in the 
southern wall (that consists of only half walls) and give access to the working area. 
The floor of the workshop is on a lower level than the walking level outside of the 
workshop. 
In the centre of the gallery, built against the northern wall of the room is the 
working table of Ahmed on which he produces the roof tiles (figure 48). Close to him 
is a pile of trampled clay, so he can easily take a lump of clay to prepare slabs. 
Behind him and along the north and south wall are stacks of wooden boards that he 
uses to place the tiles on to dry. The drying of the tiles is done on the floor in the 
remainder of the room, but also outside to the south of the workshop. To the east of 
the main entrance is a metal barrel with wooden board placed against the south wall 
of room 1 that is used as working tableau to apply a slip to the tiles before firing 
(figure 49). Tiles that are slipped are left to dry in room 1 until ready to be fired.  
  
4.5.2 Room 2 
This large room is entered through one of the entrances in the northern wall of room 
1. During the visit of the author the room was not in use as production area. 
However, it might have been in the past as in the south west corner of the room, a 
fast wheel was seen (not in use though) (figure 50).  
When entering from the eastern entrance one encounters a barrel with water 
and bags with iron oxide pigment that is used as slip for the tiles. Apparently, the 
pigment is mixed here with water to produce the slip. On both sides of the entrance 
large stacks of the wooden boards, used for drying the tiles, are stored.  
Along the east and north wall of this room a variety of objects was put aside. 
This includes pottery (fired and unfired), plastic sheets, sherds, and molds. Next to 
the most eastern pillar in this room a table was seen, but is also seemed to be out of 
use (figure 51).  
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In the eastern wall of room 2 a doorway leads outside to an area with 
additional rooms (to the north of the kilns of workshop C). However, these rooms 
have collapsed, and only the remains of the north wall and some brick pillars are left 
behind. Nowadays, fired pottery (including wasters) and rubble seems to be stored in 
this area (figure 52).  
 
4.5.3 Room 3 
The most western room of workshop C is entered through a doorway in the western 
wall of room 2. This room is used to store damp clay and the walls of this room have 
been plastered to prevent the clay from drying. Piles of prepared clay were placed in 
this room (figure 53) and covered with plastic sheets. When needed, lumps of clay 
were taken and trampled in small amounts close to the working table in room 1 or 
outside the workshop.  
In the north west corner of room 3 a bench with broken, unfired vessels was 
seen. Perhaps the clay of these vessels will be reused again (Van As et al. 2009: 
19). The remainder of the room was empty, except for some plastic sheets lying 
around that intended to cover damp clay. Both room 3 and 2 are quite dark rooms. 
Only very narrow windows were seen, and many of them had been closed with 
bricks and the like. Perhaps this was done to keep the rooms cooler in order to 
prevent the clay from drying.  
 
4.5.4 The kilns 
As said above, two kilns seem to belong to workshop C (figures 46 and 52) They are 
located to the southeast of the workshop. They are built of brick and stone and have 
been plastered with clay (Van As et al. 2009: 21). The kiln with domed roof had its 
opening orientated to the north (figure 54). The kiln with a flat roof was built against 
the south wall of the domed kiln. The opening of this kiln was on orientated to the 
west. Both had a fire room in the lower part of the kiln, and the room that is loaded 
with pottery in the upper part; they are both updraft kilns. Large heaps of wood are 
dumped around the kilns, ready to be fired.  
 
4.5.5 Levigation and sedimentation baths 
As said above, a large complex of levigation and sedimentation baths was located to 
the west of the workshop (figure 47). A semi-circular water basin was surrounded by 
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several rectangular basins orientated mostly to the east-west (one of them north-
south). They are built of brick walls with small openings to the water basin, through 
which the water can flow into the basins. Some of them were in use during the visits, 
while others were empty. The raw material, is put in heaps close to the basins. The 
clay is sifted and dried. The drying can take up four to ten days depending on the 
season. After settling, the clay is ready to be trampled and used to produce tiles and 
pottery (Van As et al. 2009: 21).  
 
4.5.6 Production techniques 
The raw material used in workshop C is imported from Aswan mixed with local clay. 
Large heaps of raw material were located close to the levigation and sedimentation 
basins (to the north of the complex) to make it easy for the workmen to take it from 
the heaps and prepare it in the basins. After the preparation the heaps of damp clay 
are stored in room 3. When needed, smaller lumps of damp clay are taken from 
room 3 and trampled in room 1 or outside the workshop.  
When a homogenous mass of clay is achieved, the potter takes a hump of 
clay and places it in a metal mold similar to the one used in room 3 in workshop 2. 
However, before putting the clay in the mold, a wet cloth is placed in it, to prevent to 
clay from sticking to the mold (this process takes place in room 1). The clay is 
trampled into the mold; some dry power clay is sprinkled on top of the clay to prevent 
it from sticking to the feet of the man. The surplus of the clay is scraped away using 
a tool with a metal string attached to it. The slab of clay, that is produced, is then 
placed in a metal mold with the shape of a tile that is located on the working table in 
room 1. The clay is pressed into the mold with a rubber tool. The excess of the clay 
is removed with the same tool as is used to make the slabs of clay. A stamp with the 
name of the owner of the workshop is pressed into the tile and then the tile is placed 
upside-down on a wooden board (figure 48). The wet cloth that was still attached to 
the tile is now removed. An assistant takes the board with the tile outside of the 
workshop (in the sun) or puts it on the floor in room 1 for the tiles to dry (figure 52).  
The tiles are slipped with a slip made of iron oxide mixed with clay slip. This 
is applied when the tiles are not yet dry, for the slip to be able to fasten to the tile 
well. The slip is applied with a sponge. The finishing touch is done with a plastic rib. 
The slip is used to lower water permeability of the tiles and causes their red color 
(Van As et al. 2009: 20). The tiles are then place in room 1 until they are fired.  
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During the visits of the author the kiln with domed roof had been fired. The 
tiles are stacked in the kiln in rows on top of each other. The kiln is then closed with 
wasters (broken tiles) that are plastered with clay/mud. The kiln is fired with the 
wooden fuel from the heaps in front of and around the kilns. The kiln is most 
probably fired during in the afternoon and left to cool down during the night. The 
unloading was done by Ahmed himself and he assisted by a boy (figure 54). The 
tiles are taken out of the kiln in stacks of ten or twenty and placed in the area to the 
north and east of the kiln. Wasters are put aside, and are used during the next firings 
to close the aperture of the kiln.  
During the visit of the author the tiles were unloaded from the kiln and taken 
straight to a waiting truck. A large amount of tiles was bought (probably made on 
demand) by a salesman who will sell the tiles elsewhere (figure 55).  
 
4.6 Workshop D 
This workshop lies to the west of the clay basins of workshop C. The workshop is 
almost entirely made of concrete. However, part of the roof was made of wooden 
boards (above the entrance room). Some of the additional walls had also been built 
of brick, and so was the kiln that was built on the courtyard of the workshop. The 
workshop consists of several rooms and courtyards that will be described in the 
paragraphs below (figure 56). The workshop is surrounded by buildings on the west 
and the south side, probably the houses of the potters. These buildings will not be 
considered in this report. 
 
4.6.1 Room 1 
This is actually a room that is not used for production. The entrance to the workshop 
is located in the east wall of this room. The room is used to store fired pottery. The 
roof of this room is made of wooden boards and the like. Fired pottery is also seen 
on top of this room, where it is stored (figure 57). 
 
4.6.2 Room 2 
From room 1 one enters the second room of the workshop. This room is used to 
decorate the pottery that has dried enough and is leather-hard.  Two men are seated 
in this room to the left of the entrance. They both have portable turntable on which 
they place the pottery that will be decorated. In the south east corner of the room is a 
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table-like construction that is used to place tools on for instance (figure 58). To the 
north of the room is an entrance that leads into two smaller rooms in which fired 
pottery is stored (rooms 4 A and B on the plan, not discussed in separately in this 
thesis). The remainder of room 2 was left empty except for some drying pottery that 
will probably be decorated.  
 
4.6.3 Room 3 
Room 3 is entered from room 2 and the production of the pottery takes place in this 
room. Two fast wheels are used to produce a variety of large and small pottery 
mainly intended for decorative purposes. One could see large vases and pots, but 
also smaller sized ashtrays. Both wheels were used to form pottery during the visits 
of the author. Wheel A is placed against the southern wall of room 3 in the eastern 
part of the room (figure 59). To the east of wheel A is another doorway, leading to a 
narrow passage between room 2 and a building of unknown purpose. This passage 
is used to place unfinished pottery that needs to dry in (figure 60). Wheel B is 
positioned against the east wall of the room. Actually, the east wall of the room is 
partly formed by the wheel (figure 61). The northern part of the eastern wall is 
formed by the western wall of room 4. 
Along the north wall of the room unfinished vessels were placed on the floor. 
This is mostly done in the eastern part of the room (figure 62). In the center of the 
room wooden boards are put along the eastern wall. These boards are used to place 
the pottery on that is drying on the floor. The western part of the room is mainly used 
for the storage of moist clay that is taken out of the levigation and sedimentation 
basins. Also, clay is trampled here by the assistants and circular humps of clay were 
found in this area often. The plastic sheets that cover the moist clay humps are put 
aside in this part of the workshop too (figure 63). Clay humps that still needed to be 
trampled were also found along part of the southern wall of the room. Next to that, 
sieves and other tools were hanging on the wall. A large pot covered with a board 
was used as table for coffee cups etc. It is located to the west of the doorway leading 
from room 3 into a courtyard to the south of the room.  
 
4.6.4 Courtyard 
Through a doorway close to wheel A one can enter a courtyard that is divided in two 
parts by two walls of one brick thickness. The part of the courtyard directly 
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accessible from room 3 is a rather square court with a stairway on the eastside 
leading to the roof of rooms 1, 2 and 3. A tree was located next to this stairway. 
Beneath the stairs a lot of plastic bags filled with fuel were stored. Some fired 
vessels had been placed here and there as well in the courtyard (figure 64).  
One comes in the second part of the courtyard by passing the brick wall with 
an opening in the center. This part is largely occupied by the workshops’ kiln (figure 
65). The kiln is a square building with domed roof. It is made of bricks, with the fire 
chamber in the lower part and the room for the pottery in the upper part. The fire 
room is in the eastern wall of the kiln, while the pottery is loaded and unloaded on 
the south side. The kiln is fired with wood in the first phase of the firing, but during 
the second phase a petroleum burner is used (figures 66 and 67). To the south of 
the kiln, an open space is used for various purposes. It has been seen covered with 
fired vessels, but also with a large pile of clay that had been taken out of one of the 
levigation basins.  
 
4.6.5 Levigation basins 
A complex of plastered rooms to the south of the kiln are used for the levigation and 
sedimentation of the raw clay (number 5 on figure 56). To the east a room (5A on 
figure 56) is accessible through a doorway. In the rear of the room a 
levigation/sedimentation bath is seen (figure 68). Occasionally one of the assistants 
was seen taking clay out of this basin and placing it on the floor in front of the bath. 
The clay was then taken into room 3 and piled up along the walls in the western part 
of the room.  
Room 5B is can be entered from an opening in the wall opposite the kiln. It 
consists of two basins. The first basin is right behind the entrance, that is on a higher 
level than the bottom of this basins. The second one is in the rear of the room and is 
connected to the basins in room 5A, as there is no wall separating the two basins 
(figure 69). The clay can therefore be easily transferred from one basin to the other 
when it is needed.  
 
4.6.6 Production in room 3 
The raw material is found in heaps in front of the entrance of the workshop, to the 
east of the complex. The heaps of clay are taken to rooms 5A and 5B to be soaked 
and levigated in the basins. Once the clay is prepared it is taken to room 3 where the 
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clay is placed in heaps along the western wall and partly along the northern and 
southern wall. From these heaps the assistants take lumps of clay to trample on the 
floor in the center of the room. The circular heap of trampled clay is divided in 
smaller parts that are then kneaded by hand. This is done on the stone plateau built 
against a pillar in the eastern part of the room (close to the wheels). The assistant 
hands the kneaded cones of clay over to the potters working on the wheel.  
The pottery is thrown in three phases. The first part is the lower part of the 
vessel. The bottom of the vessel is left open and the vessel is taken by an assistant 
and placed on the floor to dry. The drying vessels are put on the floor in room 3, in 
front of the workshop and in the passage to the south of room 1 and 2. The vessels 
are either placed on a wooden board or a plastic sheet. Occasionally the body of the 
vessel is wrapped with a rope or plastic tape to prevent the pot from collapsing.  
After a night of drying, the vessel is taken to the wheel again for the next 
phase, that depends on the shape of the vessel. This phase can consist of attaching 
a cylindrical neck to the vessel. The last phase (after a second drying stage) is then 
to close the bottom of the vessel by placing it upside down on the wheel. Depending 
on the vessel, the second phase can also be the closing of the vessel instead of 
attaching a large neck (figure 70).  
The finished vessels are left to dry and when they are leather-hard they are 
decorated by one or two men in room 2.9 The vessels are placed on the portable 
turntable and scratched and cut with sharp tools. Also, extra clay shapes are added 
to the vessels, such as small pots (figure 71) etc. Once the decoration is finished, the 
pot is smoothed with a wetted sponge and the pottery is placed in the sun to dry. The 
final decoration (with paint) is done after firing the vessels.  
The firing of the pottery is done in the kiln in the courtyard of the workshop. 
The pottery is loaded into the kiln by one of the assistants (about 100-130 vessels for 
one firing: Van As et al. 2009: 23). The kiln is closed with bricks and clay/mud 
plaster. The kiln is then fired with the wood that was stored underneath the stairs 
leading to the roof. The second stage of the firing is done with the petroleum burner. 
The kiln produced large black clouds of smoke, that has been one of the complaints 
of the local inhabitants against the traditional workshops. The kiln is left to fire for 
about 3 hours and cools down during the night. After the firing the pottery is 
                                                 
9
 Of course it is possible that the men in room decorate pottery that is already finished, at the 
same time as that men in room 3 are producing new vessels.   
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unloaded and stored in the workshop, but also on top of the roof and in front of the 
workshop. The pottery is picked up by middlemen that sell the pottery elsewhere.  
 
4.7 Retail in Fustat 
As told by the potters of workshops A, B and D, especially in the past, large amounts 
of pottery were produced on demand and exported to European countries such as 
the Netherlands and Italy. Nowadays, pottery is exported on a lesser scale and the 
pottery is often taken to resorts and hotels along the Red Sea Coast in Egypt where 
the pottery has a decorative purpose. The pottery is also sold in shops (mostly flower 
shops) and on local markets throughout the city of Cairo. Usually the retail is done by 
middlemen that pick up the pottery in trucks at the workshops. A small amount of the 
pottery is sold directly from the workshops, along the road (Van As et al. 2009: 29). 
 
4.8 Type of workshop  
As stated by Van As (Van As et al. 2009: 24) the workshops in Fustat are officially 
registered, taxpaying commercial enterprises aiming to make a profit. The 
workshops are family owned, but nowadays also people from outside are working in 
the workshops. Mainly adult men are at work, but younger boys conduct simple tasks 
after school time. The workshops are working on demand, but are operational year-
round (Van As et al. 2009: 27).  
It appeared that most of the men were able to carry out various activities in 
the workshops, being trained from when they were young. However, usually they are 
confined to specialized tasks. Thus, some of the men produce the pottery on the 
wheel or in a mold, while others only decorate them. Assistants prepare the clay and 
carry the pottery back and forth between the wheel and drying spots. They are also 
the ones that load and unload the kiln. Others are specialized in firing the kiln. The 
work is usually supervised by the owners or by one of the older potters. Therefore, 
according to the subdivision of Peacock (1982: 8-11) the Fustat workshops can be 
categorized as nucleated workshops.  
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5. The Fayum  
 
5.1 Introduction 
The Fayum oasis is located to the south west of Cairo and is surrounding Lake 
Moeris (presently called Birket Qarun). As the lake is being fed by the Bahr Yusuf, a 
branch of the Nile, the Fayum is not a real oasis (figure 1). The entire area around 
this large lake has been of great importance throughout the Egyptian history. Most of 
the archaeological material dates to the Graeco-Roman period, but also the Neolithic 
period and Middle Kingdom are represented in the archaeological record (Shaw & 
Nicholson 1996b: 98). Up until now, many villages and cities are located in the area.  
Many archaeological missions are working in the Fayum, such as the UCLA 
(University of California, Los Angeles) project supervised by Dr. Willeke Wendrich. 
The author has participated in this project working in the Roman city of Karanis and 
on the Neolithic site Kom W. Together with the Roman pottery specialist of the 
mission Miss Sonali Gupta, her assistant inspector Mazhar Ezzat of the Supreme 
Council of Antiquities and Dr. Hans Barnard (co-director of the UCLA excavation) a 
visit was paid to pottery workshops close to Kom Aushim in december 2009. The 
workshops in el-Nazla were visited in 2008 during the research project of the 
Netherlands Flemish Institute in Cairo mentioned in the previous chapter. The first 
part of this chapter will focus on the workshops in Kom Aushim and is based on 
personal experience. The second part will deal with the workshops in el-Nazla and is 
based on the article of Van der Kooij & Wendrich (2002:147-158) as well as 
observations of the author. 
 
5.2 Kom Aushim 
Along the high way leading from Cairo to Medinet el-Fayum (the capital of the 
Fayum) lies the village of Kom Aushim. It is located close to the Roman period town 
of Karanis. Karanis is located to the north east of Lake Moeris as can be seen on 
figure 1.  
On the east side of the road, just to the north of the ancient site of Karanis, 
heaps of pottery indicate locations where vessels were being sold. The vendors of 
one of these selling points showed us the workshops where the pottery is produced. 
The workshops lay off road on the west side of the Cairo-Fayum Desert road. The 
drive took about 10-15 minutes leading further into the fields. The owner of the 
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workshop later on told the team that the workshops were located at a distance from 
living areas as the smoke of the kilns pollutes the air. 
Once arriving at the area of the workshops, it appeared that several buildings 
located there formed one large complex belonging to Mr. Said Hassan. He kindly 
allowed the team to walk around and ask the working potters questions. He 
explained having as much as 50 workmen working for him in the workshops. A great 
variety of pottery was produced as will be seen in the paragraphs below.  
During the visit to the Kom Aushim workshops just two of the buildings have 
been visited due to lack of time and it appeared as if not all buildings were in use. In 
one of them several men were working, while the other workshop visited was mainly 
used as storage room. Both these workshops will be described hereunder. The 
workshop in which work was conducted will be called workshop A. The workshop 
used as storage space will be referred to as workshop B. 10 As the author did not 
have a compass during the visit, it was unfortunately not possible to precisely 
indicate the exact directions for these workshops. To avoid any mistakes, the author 
has refrained from guessing the directions. 
 
5.2.1 Workshop A 
Upon approaching the workshop area one comes across many vessels that are 
placed all over the area surrounding the buildings. The workshop itself lies close to 
the road leading to the workshops. Workshop A has two entrances that are indicated 
on figure 72. One entrance is on the side of the road, the other one is on the side of 
the fields that flank the workshop area on the west side. It appeared that only one 
room in workshop A could be accessed. Along the road more buildings were seen 
attached to workshop A, but these were closed and had no windows in the walls on 
the roadside. Therefore it is not clear what the purpose of these buildings is or was.  
The workshop (and attached buildings) is built from bricks and a large 
amount of wasters of various sizes, as can be seen in figure 73 of the entrance of 
the workshop. Pillars of bricks were built first, after which the space between the 
pillars has been filled up with the vessels. Large pottery is placed on the ground, and 
the smaller vessels are tucked in between. The gaps between the vessels are filled 
                                                 
10
 It is however possible that pottery is being made in this workshop normally, but that the 
potters were not present during the visit of the author. As the visit took place at the end of the 
day it is possible that the workmen had been working in workshop B in the morning. 
However, no clear traces have indicated the presence of the potters earlier that day.  
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with a cement-like substance (perhaps made of mud/clay). Almost the entire 
workshop is covered with wooden poles, branches and reeds. However, some parts 
of the roof seem to have collapsed, or have never been finished at all. 
Entering the workshop from the entrance on the road side, one sees large 
bags to the right of the entrance (on the inside as well as the outside of the 
workshop). These most probably contain clay that has been imported from Aswan. 
Another possibility is that the bags contain tibn (chopped straw), used during the 
production of certain vessels.  
To the right of the entrance, on the inside of the workshop, unfinished vessels 
had been placed in the soft sandy floor of the workshop to dry (figure 74). Because 
this type of vessels has a rounded base, the vessels are halfway buried in sand and 
chopped straw to prevent them from tipping over.  
At the time of the visit of the author about seven men were at work in the 
central part of the workshop. All of them were seated on the floor of the workshop, 
usually close to one of the pillars supporting the roof. They were all busy preparing 
the body of a vessel type appearing to be a buqla. See figure 72 for their exact 
locations and figures 75 and 76. One man was sitting outside, to the right of the 
entrance on the side of the fields. He was also working on the buqla vessels as well, 
seated amongst drying and fired vessels (figure 77). The men formed the body of the 
buqla in a shallow hole in the floor using the paddle and anvil technique. The floor in 
almost the entire workshop was covered in tibn that is used during the forming of the 
vessels.   
Not only the paddle and anvil technique is practiced in this workshop. Two 
wheels, one against the left wall (figure 78) (seen from the entrance on the side of 
the road) and the other one to the far right wall (figure 79), indicate that pottery is 
also formed using the wheel. However, during the visit of the author, no work was 
conducted at the wheel. Perhaps, this is done at a later stage in the production of the 
buqla and requires leather hard vessels. All the unfinished vessels that were drying 
and were seen by the author had probably not dried enough yet to be worked on 
further at the wheel. 
About six or seven clay preparation basins were built inside the workshop. At 
least five of them were in use for the levigation and mixture of the clay. Two of the 
basins were located close to one of the two wheels present in the workshop. Others 
were found in the far right corner (as seen standing in the entrance on the road side). 
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Some were placed in the central part of the workshop. See figures  80 and 81 and 
figure 72 for he exact locations of the basins.  
To summarize the various areas inside the workshop, one can recognize the 
following areas : 
- clay preparation areas: basins in which raw material is soaked, levigated, 
mixed etc. 
- production areas: shallow pits in the floor and wheels 
- drying areas where (un)finished pottery is placed to become leather-hard or 
dry before firing: inside and outside the workshop 
There seems to be no special place inside the workshop itself where fired pottery is 
stored. Fired pottery is stored elsewhere, but this will be discussed in the following 
paragraphs.  
  
5.2.2 Workshop B 
This workshop lies to the southwest as seen from the road. The team of the author 
was taken to workshop B by Mr. Said Hassan and was joined by one of the potters. 
As has been said before in this chapter, workshop B was (or seemed to be) not in 
use as production area at the time of the visit of the author. 
It appeared that workshop B was as large as workshop A (figure 82). 
However, workshop B seemed to have been built with more care than workshop A. 
The walls had been more completed than in the other workshop. Also, the walls had 
all been entirely built of bricks, instead of wasters as was the case in workshop A. 
The windows of workshop B were now closed off by wooden bars. Therefore, the 
workshop was quite dark during the visit. In workshop A parts of the wooden roof 
had collapsed and many of the walls were just half walls. Therefore, workshop A was 
much better lit than workshop B. Similar to workshop A were the pillars in the 
workshop that supported the roof made of wooden poles and branches and reeds 
(figure 83).  
Two entrances gave access to workshop B in the east wall and one closed 
entrance was seen in the west wall. The workshop contained two wheels both placed 
against the wall with the entrances (figure 82 and 84). One of the potters that joined 
the team took place behind one of the wheels to demonstrate the work on the wheel 
(figure 85). It appears that buqla type vessels are not produced here, as there were 
no shallow pits seen in the floor of the workshop.  
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The workshop seemed to be in use as storage as many large and small 
vessels were placed here after being fired. The vessels in this workshop were 
decorated and are most probably intended for decorative purposes Small pieces of 
clay on the floor indicated that the pottery had been decorated inside the workshop. 
Next to the finished products that were stored in workshop B, also unfinished pottery 
was seen. These vessels were completed, but still had to dry before firing. They 
were placed along the walls, but also in the central area of the workshop (figure 86).  
Next to the finished and unfinished vessels several heaps of clay were 
encountered. These piles of clay had been trampled as can be seen in figure 84. It is 
not clear however, if this clay is used for the buqlas produced in workshop A or that 
the clay is intended for use on the wheels in workshop B. It is obvious that the clay 
that had been trampled is also kneaded by hand before use as three platforms were 
available for this process (figure 82). Two of these platforms were seen to the side of 
the wheels, one was built against one of the pillars in the central part of the 
workshop.  
Next to the closed entrance in the rear end of the workshop was a small 
room. In this room a large amount of sherds was thrown. They seem to be the 
remains of wasters that had not been reused. Why the sherds were kept in this room 
is unclear at this point, but they might have been used to close off kilns during firing.  
On the outside of the workshop it could be seen that another building had 
been attached to the workshop on the side closest to the fields. However, the walls 
of this building, as well as the roof, had collapsed. Pottery is now stored between the 
remains of this building (figure 87). 
 
5.2.3 The surroundings of the workshops 
The area surrounding workshops A and B is a large space fully used by the potters. 
Several subareas an be distinguished: 
- clay mining area 
- placement of heaps of raw material (clay) 
- clay preparation areas: levigation and sedimentation basins 
- production areas 
- drying areas 
- kilns and fuel needed for firing 
- storage of finished material and wasters 
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As these areas are all important within the production process they will be described 
in the following paragraph concerning the activities taking place in the workshops 
and in the surrounding area.  
 
5.2.4 Production in Kom Aushim 
The raw material used in the workshops is imported silt clay from Aswan mixed with 
clay mined from the fields at a walking distance of about 5 minutes from workshop A. 
The imported clay is delivered to the workshop in large plastic bags, that are placed 
for instance near to the entrance of the workshop, but also close to the levigation 
basin at the rear end of the workshop. The clay mined nearby is brought to the 
workshop by an assistant in a wheelbarrow. The clay is dumped in one of the 
preparation basins in the workshop (figure 88). The raw material is then mixed with 
water and left to soak.11  
However, as large amounts of clay are probably imported at the same time, 
the raw material is also placed outside the workshop. Behind workshop A and 
between workshop A and B large heaps of raw material were encountered (figure 
89). Probably before using the clay is taken out of the bags and thrown on these 
heaps. From these heaps, portions of clay can be taken to be processed further. 
Preparation of the clay takes place at several levigation basins inside the 
workshop but also in the area surrounding the workshops. One deep basin was seen 
right behind workshop A and seemed to be in use. Close to workshop B six basins 
were seen. Three of them were attached to workshop B, the other three seemed to 
have belonged to the collapsed workshop to the side of workshop B (figure 87). 
None of these six basins seem to be in use. Many of them had dried out completely, 
one of them was even overgrown with reeds (figure 83). 
After the preparation of the clay in these basins (soaking and removing 
inclusions) the clay is most probably taken to the smaller preparation pits inside 
workshop A. The clay from these pits is then being trampled in heaps. These heaps 
have been encountered in workshop A and B (in B the clay might have been taken 
straight from the basins in front of the workshop). These humps of clay are trampled 
to retrieve a homogenous clay body. The clay is then divided into smaller lumps that 
                                                 
11
 Mr. Said Hassan explained that all the water that was used in the workshops was imported 
from outside, as no sources of water were available at the workshops. 
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are kneaded by hand and are then ready to be used by the potters to form the 
vessels.  
The lumps of clay are placed in the shallow preparation pits that have been 
mentioned before. The clay is formed into a globular vessel by using a paddle and 
anvil. During the turning and slapping of the clay chopped straw is added. The 
additional material that is used is taken from broken wasters placed next to the 
potters as can be seen in figure 76 and 80. Once the desired globular shape is 
acquired the clay bodies are put aside to dry as has been described before. The pots 
are placed in the soft floor of the workshop and partly buried by sand and tibn as 
mentioned previously. This is done inside the workshop, as well as outside. To the 
west of workshop A many shallow holes have been seen in the sand where pottery 
had been placed to dry (figure 90).  
When dry enough the pottery is brought inside again. Most likely the necks of 
the vessels are attached to the bodies using the wheel. In figure 78 one can see a 
globular shape on the wheel, probably ready to be completed. However, during the 
visit this finishing phase has not been performed, thus it is not clear how this step is 
conducted. The end-products are placed outside of the workshop to dry before they 
are fired. A part of the area surrounding workshop A is used to dry the end-products 
(figure 77), but also the unfinished vessels. 
After drying, the vessels are ready to be fired. In the area between 
workshops A and B four large kilns were seen. Three of the kilns were close to 
workshop A and B, built in a line parallel to the fields (figure 91). One of these three 
kilns was considerably larger than the other two. One kiln was built near to the clay 
mines more to the north west of the workshops, but seemed to be out of use as 
cracks were seen in its walls. All kilns were built in the same manner. They are 
freestanding, made of bricks, rectangular shaped with a domed roof (figure 92). The 
kilns are of the updraft type. Pottery is placed in the kiln on top of a pierced floor. The 
fire room is underneath this floor. The entrance to the kiln is on one of the sides, 
while the fire room is on the opposite side. Larger vessels as well as smaller vessels 
are placed together in the kiln. Once the kiln is filled up, the entrance is closed with 
wasters and smeared with mud to close the gaps between them. While visiting the 
workshops one of the kilns was being fired and one man was adding fuel to the kiln. 
The fuel used to fire the kiln consisted largely of scrap wood that had been imported 
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to the site (as told by Mr. Said Hassan). Large heaps of fuel were placed around the 
kilns on the side of the fields (close to the heaps of clay mentioned above). 
After firing and cooling down the kilns are unloaded. The fired pottery is 
placed around the kilns, along the walls of the workshops, and for instance inside 
workshop B. Wasters are reused: they are used in building walls, during the forming 
process for instance to contain tibn, used to close kilns during firing etc. The wasters 
are therefore not thrown away, but kept to be used for other purposes. They are 
placed around the workshops as well, which made it quite difficult to recognize 
specific areas for saleable pottery and wasters. 
 
5.2.5 Retail in Kom Aushim 
The pottery is produced on demand, and sold along the Fayum-Cairo road (figure 
93), as had been clear from the large amounts of pottery that the team had already 
encountered there. People also come to the workshops themselves to purchase 
pottery directly from the workshops. However, pottery is also exported to Europe, to 
for instance Italy and the Netherlands, as told by the owner.  
 
5.2.6 Type of workshops 
The workshops in Kom Aushim seem to have a commercial role as the pottery is 
produced in surplus intended for retail and export. Therefore, it seems reasonable to 
identify the workshops and the potters as nucleated, following the distinction of 
workshops by Peacock (Peacock 1982: 8-11). 
 
5.3 el-Nazla 
To the south of Lake Moeris (to the south west of Medinet el-Fayum) lies the village 
of el-Nazla. This village is renown throughout Egypt because of the pottery produced 
here. Potters in Fustat and in the Qena area all mentioned the work from their 
colleagues in the Fayum. The author visited the workshops in el-Nazla on a daytrip 
during the fieldwork in Fustat. The descriptions in the following paragraphs are 
based on this visit and supplemented with information from Van der Kooij and 
Wendrich 2002: 152-158. 
The village of el-Nazla is built along the south side of a paved road. On the 
north side of the road a slope led down to a stream of water and some fields. To the 
other side of the fields a very steep slope leads up to the desert escarpment again. 
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The slope (and floodplain) on the road side was dotted with pottery workshops and 
kilns (figure 94). A sandy path leads one down from the road to the workshops. The 
workshops and kilns will be discussed in the next paragraph. After that, the 
production techniques will be treated.  
 
5.3.1 The workshops and kilns 
At first sight the workshops and kilns are hard to distinguish from one another. All 
buildings are circular and made of bricks. Wasters of various sizes are used to add 
walls or fill up gaps and so on. However, it seems to be that the tower-like kilns are 
mostly built of bricks and that the walls of many of the workshops mainly consisted of 
wasters and mud-plaster. The roofs of the workshops are usually made up of 
wooden beams, branches and reeds.  
  The workshops are generally circular in shape, but an occasional rectangular 
shaped building as also been seen. Usually one or two entrances gives access to 
the workshop. The workshops are small in comparison to other workshops at other 
location discussed in this thesis.  
The pottery in el-Nazla is produced using the paddle and anvil technique, as 
well as the wheel. Therefore, many workshops contain a wheel and/or shallow pits in 
the floor for the shaping of the pottery using paddle and anvil (figure 95). Van der 
Kooij and Wendrich (Van der Kooij & Wendrich 2002: 152-158) noted that inside the 
workshop (thus damp) clay is stored ready to use, as well as bags of straw that is 
used during the production of the vessels.  
As the workshops are relatively small, there is no space to store raw material. 
Next to that, the raw material is retrieved from the fields and the flood plain 
immediately, and therefore need not to be stored inside the workshops. The clay is 
prepared in circular preparation pits outside the workshops instead of inside. The pits 
are made close to the workshops and are bordered by a ridge of mud or are just a pit 
in the earth (figure 96).  
The kilns are circular, tower-shaped buildings between three and five meters 
high (personal observation and Van der Kooij and Wendrich 2002: 152-158). The fire 
room is located in the lower part of the kiln; the pottery is placed in the room above 
that. The kilns are open from the top, and are likely to be closed off during the firing 
by sherds. These sherds are placed on the edge at the top of the kiln after use, so 
they can be reused for other firings. The fuel of the kilns does not seem to have a 
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fixed place and bundles of organic material are just put aside wherever space is 
available.  
The entire area between the kilns and the workshops is used by the potters. 
Unfinished vessels are placed in the sand to dry in the sun until they are leather-hard 
and can be finished. Next to that, stacks of fired pottery are seen surrounding the 
workshops and kilns (figure 97). It appears that there are no separate storage rooms 
to storage the finished pottery before it is sold.  
 
5.3.2 Production in el- Nazla 
The raw material is retrieved from the local clay deposits along the water stream. 
The clay is brought to the site by donkey. A few donkeys have been seen wandering 
around the workshops. Therefore, there does not seem to be a need for large heaps 
of raw materials close to or inside the workshops. The clay that is brought to the site 
is placed next to the workshop. The next day it is mixed with chopped straw and can 
be used right away (personal observation and Van der Kooij and Wendrich 2002: 
155).  
The clay is prepared into cubes that are used to form the vessels. The clay is 
shaped into vessels using paddle and anvil or on the wheel, as said previously. 
When the paddle and anvil is used, the clump of clay is placed into a shallow pit in 
the floor of the workshop. The hollow is sprinkled with chopped straw to prevent the 
clay from sticking to it. The lump of clay is thrown in the hollow and then pounded 
with a rounded anvil with handgrip until it obtains the desired globular shape (the 
same shape as the hollow) as in case of for instance the buqla. During the pounding, 
the vessel is turned around constantly to make sure all side are equally thin. Also, 
chopped straw is added to the clay regularly. The tibn is taken from a plastic bag that 
is placed next to the potter. Close to him is also a bowl with water that can be used 
to smoothen the vessel when needed (figure 95). Next to the pounding with the anvil, 
the outer side of the vessels are slapped with the paddle. The paddle is a crescent 
shaped piece of wood used to slap the vessel on the outside while turning it around 
to form the vessel. 
Next to the buqla vessels that are formed with the paddle and anvil 
technique, zirs 12 are produced by throwing on a fast wheel and coil building. Some 
                                                 
12
 Zirs are large vessels intended for the storage of liquids such as water. These are seen in 
streets and along roads filled with water. They are usually covered with a flat wooden cover 
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of the workshops have a wheel inside (figure 98). The workshops are to small to 
contain more than one wheel. As mentioned by Van der Kooij and Wendrich (Van 
der Kooij & Wendrich 2002: 156) the zirs are produced in five stages with drying 
periods in between. The zir is made by adding the clay to the already formed shape 
in coils. During the turning of the clay on the wheel a string is put around the vessel 
to support it and prevent collapsing. The string is only removed before firing; it is left 
in place during drying.  
Besides the buqla and the zirs a wide variety of shapes and sizes of other 
vessels are produced in el-Nazla. These vessels will however, not be treated further 
as they are not the main focus of the thesis. An overview is given by Van der Kooij 
and Wendrich. The vessels described there are distinguished according to basic 
technique (Van der Kooij & Wendrich 2002: 158).  
Once the required shape of a vessel is achieved, the half-finished vessels are 
put outside the workshop to dry in the sun. The buqlas are just placed on the ground, 
while the zirs are placed upright, with their pointed base buried in the sand (figure 
99). The vessels are spread all over the available area between the workshops and 
kilns; there does not seem to be a fixed location for the drying pottery. When the 
pottery is leather-hard handles and/or rims are attached to the vessel (most likely 
this is done on the wheel). The clay used for the rims and handles attached to the 
buqlas do not contain chopped straw. After the attachment of the rim and handles 
the pots are placed to dry again.  
The drying of the vessels can take a few days. The zirs need for instance five 
days to dry in summer, while in winter they might need ten days. The production is 
therefore easier in the summer time (production of up to ten vessels a day), than in 
the winter (up to five or six a day) (Van der Kooij & Wendrich 2002: 156).  
After the drying has completed, the vessels are fired in one of the kilns. The 
kilns are loaded by at least two men. The kiln is open from the top and has an 
opening in the wall through which the vessels are placed inside. One man stands on 
top of the kiln and is handed the vessels by another man standing on the ground. 
After the loading the kiln is closed from the top with wasters and sherds (figure 100).  
                                                                                                                                           
(any piece of wood or board will do). A cup is attached to one of the handles of the zir with a 
chain or rope and is placed on top of the cover for every thirsty passerby to use to drink. The 
bottom of this type of pottery is pointed, the vessels therefore a placed in standards to stay 
upright.  
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One kiln can contain pottery of about four days of work. The firing takes 
about four hours but the kiln and vessels need to cool down until the next day. The 
fuel used for firing consists of saw dust, wood shavings and prickly bushes gathered 
around the site. The fire room is in the lower part of the kiln and is reached from an 
opening in the upper part of the wall. The opening and lower walls of the kiln are 
thicker than the upper part of the kiln. As can be seen in figure 100 the potters use 
these thicker parts to stand on while loading and unloading the kiln.  
After the firing, the kilns are unloaded and the fired vessels are placed on the 
ground. The vessels are stacked between the workshops and the kilns, but do not 
seem to have a fixed place. The finished pottery is seen everywhere and the fired 
and drying vessels are placed side by side (figure 99).  
All activities in the workshop area are carried out by men or younger boys 
that help along. During the visit only one elderly woman was present at the site, she 
did not conduct any other tasks than showing pottery to visitors.  
 
5.3.3 Retail 
The pottery is taken up to the side of the road by donkey (figure 101) where it is 
placed to be sold. Local inhabitants can purchase the pottery along the road or at the 
workshops. The pottery is also bought by middlemen that sell the pottery at local 
markets and on Medinet Fayum. It is, however, not clear if the pottery is produced on 
demand.  
 
5.3.4 Type of workshop 
According to the scheme of Peacock (Peacock 1982: 8-11) the workshops in el-
Nazla can be identified as individual workshops. The production is vital to the 
subsistence of the potters and it seems as if the pottery is serving the local 
community since it did not become clear if the pottery is also intended for trading. 
However, should it be the case that pottery is being produced in surplus to trade for 
instance the workshops can also be identified as nucleated workshops as the work is 
also conducted on a wheel. A combination of both categories might also suit the 
workshops in el-Nazla.  
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6. Deir Mawas 
 
6.1 Introduction 
In Middle Egypt, about 300 kilometers to the south of Cairo, lies the famous site 
founded by king Akhenaten in the 14th Century B.C.: Akhetaten (el-Amarna in Arabic) 
(figure 1). The site has been excavated by a number of archaeologists such as 
Flinders Petrie and Howard Carter (discoverer of the tomb of Tutankhamun). More 
recently excavations have been conducted by for instance Barry Kemp and Paul 
Nicholson (Shaw & Nicholson 1996a: 26-27). One of the first ethnoarchaeological 
publications on pottery production in Egypt had been written by Ms. Blackman as 
early as 1927, documenting the tradition of pottery making in the Amarna area (cited 
in Nicholson 1995b: 280).  
Paul Nicholson has excavated kilns and identified a pottery workshop among 
others in el-Amarna. He has conducted experimental research in order to understand 
the way in which the excavated kilns were used in the time of Akhenaten. For an 
account of this research see Nicholson 1995ba: 239–78. Next to that, he has paid 
visits to a pottery workshop in the vicinity of el-Amarna in 1987, 1989, 1990 and 
1992 (Nicholson 1995b: 279-280). This workshop is located in Deir Mawas on the 
west bank of the Nile. Together with Willeke Wendrich he has produced a film on the 
work of the potters (Nicholson & Wendrich 1994a and 1994b).13 Also, a few articles 
have been published about the pottery workshop of Deir Mawas. These articles form 
the main source of information of the discussion of the workshop in Deir Mawas in 
this thesis, as the author did not have the possibility to visit the workshop personally.  
 
6.2 Description of the workshop 
The production of the vessels in Deir Mawas will be discussed at first. After that the 
location of the activities and the workshop itself will be described 
 
6.2.1 Production 
Two of the main products produced in Deir Mawas are the gidr and its smaller 
counterpart the fakshia. These globular vessels (available in different sizes) are used 
as water cooling jars intended for transport and short term storage of water 
                                                 
13
 The use of video in ethnoarchaeology has been discussed by Wendrich in Wendrich 
2002b.  
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(Nicholson 2002: 142-144). Other objects produced are drums and steamers. 
Drainage/sewer pipes and hen feeders are occasionally produced too. A certain type 
of children’s toys are quite popular and are produced more regularly and so are 
bowls and lids (Nicholson 1995b: 289-293). See figure 102 for examples of the 
pottery produced in Deir Mawas. The vessels are discussed by Nicholson (Nicholson 
1995b: 294). 
 
6.2.2 Preparation of the clay 
The pottery at Deir Mawas is produced from the silt clays mined from the banks of 
local irrigation canals to the northwest of the workshop in a locality named Tinuub. 
The clay is transported to the workshop by pick-up truck in a drive of about 20 
minutes. There was a division made by the potters in asfar and asrag types of clay. 
The asfar is finer clay than the asrag type, due to the deposition processes by the 
water. The asfar appeared more crumbly and is used for the gidr vessels that will be 
discussed below. The clay is far from pure (although the asfar contains less 
inclusions than the asrag), and the inclusions in the clay are being removed rather 
hastily. Only the most obvious and coarse inclusions such as shells are removed by 
hand after the mining (Nicholson 1995b: 280-281). 
The clay is unloaded from the pick-up truck at the corner of the side street, 
near the workshop. The clay is brought inside and placed in piles close to the 
preparation pits inside (figure 103). In these pits, the clay is being trampled by the 
potters themselves in order to get a more homogeneous clay body. This trampling is 
conducted outside in the courtyard of the workshop, in a shallow pit close to the 
water pump and the wheel. The clay is wetted to ease the trampling. If mixtures of 
the two clay types are made, it must be at this stage (Nicholson 1995b: 280-281; 
Nicholson 2002: 142-144). After trampling, the clay is kneaded by hand. The treaded 
clay is placed at the edge of the pit, so smaller pieces of clay can be kneaded in the 
pit by one of the assistants. Again a-plastic inclusions are being removed by hand at 
this stage, although not very thorough (Nicholson 1995b: 281).  
The clay intended for the gidr vessels is then prepared in another, smaller pit, 
in the covered part of the workshop. Here the tibn (chopped straw) is added to the 
clay. The pit itself is sprinkled with straw and the clay kneaded in the pit. During the 
kneading more straw is added continuously. Then the clay is worked on a stone 
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anvil, while adding straw as well. The clay is being shaped in rough cubes according 
to the size of the vessel that will be made of it (Nicholson 1995b: 281).  
 
6.2.3 Vessel production 
In the following the production technique of the gidr type of vessels will be discussed 
based on two articles of Nicholson, i.e. Nicholson 1995b: 279-308 and Nicholson 
2002: 139-146. Both are based on the visits of Nicholson to the workshop in Deir 
Mawas. For the production techniques of other vessels see for instance Nicholson 
1995b: 287-293. These include i.e. the production of bowls.  
The vessels are produced in two stages. The first stage is conducted by the 
women in the workshop, and comprises the forming of the globular body of the 
vessel by hand. The second stage consists of the attachment of the rim of the vessel 
by the main potter (male) and is conducted on the wheel.  
The first stage is carried out on the floor of the workshop in the covered area 
of the workshop. Near the entrance to the workshop shallow pits have been made in 
the floor used for the initial shaping of the cubes of clay prepared by the assistants. 
The hollows are hemispherical in shape and their size corresponds to the size of the 
vessels to be made in them. Before using them, the hollows are emptied and 
cleaned out. The hollow is wetted and repaired if needed. After that chopped straw is 
sprinkled in the hollow. Then one of the prepared clay cubes is pounded and shaped 
in the hollow using a paddle and anvil. The cube is opened up by the pounding of the 
anvil and the clay is being revolved using the paddle to achieve the right shape of 
the vessel. The process of shaping the vessel using the paddle and anvil technique 
is conducted as follows: a lump of clay is thrown in a hollow pit and by making use of 
an anvil the lump is opened until the clay adopts the shape of the hollow pit. Then 
the thick walls of the vessel are slapped with a crescent shaped paddle. In the 
meantime, the vessel is turned around in the hollow continuously. The slapping is 
done with force and rapidity. The potter’s other hand is placed inside the vessel, to 
turn the vessel around and to avoid the deformation of the shape of the vessel. The 
rim of the vessel is created by pinching it (figure 104). The rim is narrower than the 
maximum diameter of the vessel, therefore creating a closed vessel (Nicholson 
1995b: 282).  
While one cube is being shaped into a vessel, two or three other cubes are 
being prepared by the assistants. During the forming tibn (chopped straw) is added 
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to the clay. This organic material burns when the vessels are fired, leaving a more 
porous vessel, which is needed for the cooling of the water. After the forming of this 
globular shape, the vessels are placed in the courtyard to dry in the sun. To prevent 
the vessels from collapsing or deforming they are placed in pre-prepared hollows in 
the ground (Nicholson 1995b: 282-283; Nicholson 2002:142-144).  
Once dry enough (the vessels are leather-hard after approximately a day) the 
second stage of the production is conducted: the rim of the vessel is attached by the 
main (male) potter in courtyard.14 The vessels are placed on a ring of unfired clay 
that is placed on the wheel by an assistant. The rim is formed by placing a long roll 
of clay on the unfinished vessel while the wheel is revolving at a very slow speed 
(figure 105). The clay used for the rim is soft and free of inclusions and no tibn is 
added at this stage. The rim is flaring and has a slight lip intended for pouring water 
out of the vessel. After attaching the rim the vessels are taken to their hollow again 
by an assistant to dry. After drying two or three (depending on the size of the vessel) 
handles are attached by the women and occasionally a slip or coating is applied to 
the vessel and cracks are repaired with wet clay. If there are too many vessels they 
may be placed outside on the street and the attachment of the handles and applying 
of slip may be done outside as well (Nicholson 1995b: 282-284; Nicholson 2002:142-
144).  
 
6.2.4 Firing 
The final stage is the firing of the pottery. The vessels are placed in an oval updraft 
kiln of approximately two meters high and located in the courtyard of the workshop 
(figures 106 and 107). The largest vessels (the gidr type) are put at the bottom of the 
kiln. Smaller vessels are place above the larger one and lids and other small objects 
are tucked between the larger vessels. On top of all the vessels sherds are placed 
as a cover. Also straw is spread on top, but this burns as soon as the kiln fires. The 
kiln is mud-plastered from the outside and the ridge of the stokehole is made up of 
loose bricks, making it easy to remove them after firing. The preparation of the kiln is 
done by the wife or assistants, but not by the main potter himself (Nicholson 1995b: 
293-5, 297). 
                                                 
14
 The women never work on the wheel but do carry out all other tasks, even if they are 
heavy such as preparing clay cubes and the like (Nicholson 1995b: 283) 
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Engine oil and sugar cane stems are used as fuel as well as straw, rags and 
other rubbish. Occasionally the fire is raked with metal rods. The temperature in the 
kiln rises rapidly, but is uncontrolled. The firing itself takes less than two hours. The 
coarseness of the clay with straw inclusions that burn away fast allows the vessels to 
withstand the rapid increase of the temperature (600 °C at most) without cracking 
(Nicholson 1995b: 294-295, 297). The color of the fired pottery is terra-cotta or brick 
red-brown on the exterior, while the core is black. Nicholson suggests that a large 
quantity of the Egyptian siltware pottery in Pharaonic times was fired in the same 
way: at low temperatures in a short period of time. The firing leaves little ash, which 
is used for dusting bats and the wheel head (Nicholson 1995b: 297-298). 
The majority of the vessels is ready for sale after firing. The vessels are 
stored in the workshop, they are placed in the preparation pits for example. Others 
are placed around the courtyard. Holes in the vessels are repaired with clay or bread 
dough which is covered with a slip of a mixture of haematite, water, gypsum and 
some clay to cover up any failures. If that appears to be impossible, the wasters are 
thrown on a heap behind the kiln, to serve as covering of the kilns during other 
firings. Therefore, there is not a large heap of wasters to be found in the workshop (a 
fact that one should bear in mind during excavations) (Nicholson 1995b: 297; 
Nicholson 2002: 142-144). After the firing and repairing, slipping and the like, the 
pottery is ready to be sold. The inhabitants of Deir Mawas buy their pottery at the 
workshops or at the local markets in Deir Mawas (Nicholson 1995b:285; Nicholson 
2002: 142-144).  
 
6.3 Description of the layout of the workshop 
When the workshop in Deir Mawas was first visited, the potters were working 
outside. The courtyard they were working in was unfenced and located along the 
canal side road in the southwestern part of Deir Mawas. There was one potter’s 
wheel in the open yard, as well as two kilns of 2 and 1,5m. diameter. One of them 
was still in use, the other one had collapsed. At the rear end of the area were 
houses, one of them inhabited by potters. At a following visit, the workshop had 
shifted and was now located in a courtyard surrounded on three sides by houses. 
The fourth side was on the road side and provided the entrance to a covered area 
belonging to the workshop (Nicholson 1995b: 279-280) (figure103).  
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The workshop is divided into three parts. The first part is a covered area, 
while the second part is an open courtyard. The last part of the workshop has a roof, 
just as the first room. The workshop is about 16 meters long and 4 meters wide. As 
said before, the entrance of the workshop is on the road side. Upon entering the 
workshop one encounters the shallow hollows that are used to form the gidr vessels. 
When not in use, these hollows are filled up to form a walking path. Close to these 
pits are piles of raw material (the mined clay). Next to that, the larger pit in which the 
clay is being prepared is located here. The clay is mixed with chopped straw in this 
pit, the last inclusions are removed as well and the clay is firmly worked with an anvil 
and shaped into cubes. In this roofed part of the workshop a bread oven and brick 
bench are located too. The first part of the production of the gidr vessels takes place 
in this part of the workshop (Nicholson 1995b: 281-285).  
Continuing northwards one enters the second part of the workshop, namely 
the open courtyard. Clay is piled up along part of the eastern wall of the courtyard. 
To the north of the piles of clay are shallow hollows in which the unfired vessels are 
placed to dry. As can be seen in figure 103 they are placed close to the kiln that is 
also located in the courtyard. Surrounding the kiln is a platform where the smaller 
vessels are placed while unloading the kiln after firing. Between the kiln and the 
unfired vessels fuel is covering the floor of the workshop, conveniently placed near 
the kiln and ready for use (Nicholson 1995b: 293-298).  
To the west of the entrance of the courtyard a water pump is located. To the 
left of the pump is another clay preparation pit. Here, the raw material is wetted and 
trampled until a homogenous clay body is achieved. Inclusions are removed from the 
clay in during this process. This preparation pit is also used by assistants of the 
potter to knead the clay by hand. From this pit the clay is taken to the already 
mentioned pit in the covered area close to the entrance. The potters wheel is placed 
against the western wall of the courtyard. Here the second part of the forming of the 
vessels is taking place on the wheel. To the south of the wheel fired pipes are stored 
along the walls of the courtyard. The room at the rear of the workshop is used to 
stack fired vessels and other objects, thus serving as a storage room (figure 103) 
(Nicholson 1995b: 297).  
The general phases of pottery production that have been mentioned in 
chapter 2 about the chaîne d’operatoíre can be identified in the workshop of Deir 
Mawas. Preparation of the raw material and preparation of the clay body is done in 
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the courtyard and in the most southern part of the workshop. The forming of the 
pottery is also done in the same areas. Decoration of the vessels is done outside on 
the street as has been mentioned in a previous paragraph. Putting the vessels to dry 
is done in the open courtyard, open to the sun. The firing of the vessels is done in 
the kiln located in the courtyard. Even the storage and selling of the vessels have 
been observed at the workshop by the team of Nicholson.  
 
6.4 Type of workshop 
In view of the subdivision of workshops by Peacock, the workshop in Deir Mawas 
can be identified as a ‘household’ or low grade ‘workshop’ type. There is hardly any 
specialization except for the division of the labor according to sex (Nicholson 2002: 
142-144). However, the pottery is not intended to just meet one’s own ends, pottery 
is also sold to others in the village. Therefore, the workshop can be identified as 
‘house-hold industry’. 
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7. Qena area 
 
7.1 Introduction 
The Qena area is located in the south of Egypt, to the north of Luxor (figure 1). The 
area has been one of the most important areas concerning the production of pottery. 
The pottery in the Qena area is manufactured of Marl clay already from the Naqada 
II period (second half of the fourth millennium BC) onwards (Redmount 2001: 251). 
As this type of clay is not found all over Egypt, pottery made from Marl clay is 
renown in the rest of the country.  
In this chapter several workshops visited in the Qena area will be discussed. 
One workshop is located in Dar el-Salam. Another one was visited in Ballas. Two 
workshops have been visited in Sheikh Ali, a hamlet to the south of Ballas. All of the 
workshops have been visited by the author in company of Ms. Sonali Gupta and Mr. 
Mazhar Ezzat in December 2009. No additional literature has been used for the 
description of the workshops in this chapter, except for the production process in the 
Ballas workshop. 
 
7.2 Dar el-Salam 
Close to Akhmim (a little to the north of Abydos on figure 1) a small village called Dar 
el-Salam lies along the road leading southwards to Qena. This hamlet was the base 
from where the visits to the southern workshops discussed in this report were 
conducted. It was told that close to the residence where the author stayed a small 
workshop was located along the road. However, once visited the workshop did not 
prove to be a workshop where pottery was produced. This workshop was mainly 
used as ‘trading post/ outlet’ for pottery arriving from other workshops. Also, pottery 
was being repaired or polished at this location. Although not a pottery producing 
workshop, this location will still be discussed in this thesis, as it important to 
understand what might happen to pottery after leaving the workshop where it is 
produced. 
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7.2.1 The workshop 
Upon approaching the workshop, pottery is found placed along the road. The pottery 
comprises undecorated vessels of various sizes such as small and larger tagines15 
and globular, vase-like pots, water coolers etc. (figure 108). Thus, it is mainly pottery 
intended for household use. The pottery is either made of Silt clay or Marl clay. The 
vessels are brought to the workshop from several workshops in the Qena-Ballas 
area by pickup trucks and trailers. Almost all of them were placed in rows in the 
sandy bank along to the asphalt road. The workshop itself was built from some 
shelters made of wooden poles and reeds to cover the salesmen. There were no 
sidewalls, only a wall in the back. A few ‘tables’ (made from barrels and wooden 
boards) were covered in pottery. The men themselves were seated on mats on the 
floor or on an occasional reed seat (figure 109 and 110).   
The bank of sand along the road has a steep slope to a second level below 
the level of the road. Here, small houses were built by the vendors of the workshop. 
Children were playing, laundry was drying on ropes the trees and goats were walking 
around. Along part of the steep slope a wall was built of mudbricks and wasters  to 
fence off the area. The vendors explained that they did not own any land 
themselves, but just lived on the strip of land between the road and a narrow stream 
of water behind the houses (figure 111).  
 
7.2.2 Treatment of the pottery 
As said above, the pottery was not produced at the workshop itself. The only thing 
that was done to the pottery, was covering up cracks and other imperfections. The 
Marl pottery is repaired using a mixture of cement, gypsum and pigments in the color 
closest to the pottery. The silt pottery is treated with red pigments and gypsum. 
During the visit, this process was not carried out, as the visit took place at the end of 
the day. Traces of the work were visible however, as can be seen in figure 112. It 
appears that the mixtures used, are applied to the vessels using a rag and possibly 
some water. The work was conducted on the sandy banks along the road.  
 
 
                                                 
15
 Tagines are intended for cooking food in an oven. These are still very popular in villages on 
the countryside, but are seen less in larger cities.  
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7.2.3 Retail 
The pottery sold in the workshop comes from Qena and Ballas, from several 
workshops. The salesmen, one of them called Nasser, told the author that they do 
not import large amounts of pottery however, because they do not sell or export the 
pottery in large amounts. The pottery sold here is only intended for domestic 
purposes and sold to passersby and local villagers.  
Selling of the pottery is done from the workshop along the road. As told by 
Nasser, the payment is usually in kind; grain, maize and the like. The pot being sold 
is filled up with grain or maize and the amount that fits in the pot is what is paid for it. 
A scale was also seen in the shop, that is probably used to measure the amount of 
the kind that is paid. If not paid in kind, a middle large pot would make about 5 
Egyptian pounds.  
 
7.3 Ballas 
The Ballas area (close to Qena) is renown throughout Egypt for the Marl pottery 
produced here (figure 1). Even as far away as in Fustat the potters were familiar with 
the pottery of this area and mentioned the work of their colleagues in the south of the 
Nile Valley, possibly because this is one of the rare areas where Marl clay is used in 
stead of Nile silts to produce pottery. The author thought it would be important to visit 
the workshops in Ballas as well, to have a variety of workshops to discuss in this 
thesis and because of the importance of the Ballas area in the (Egyptian) world of 
pottery production.  
The workshops of Ballas are located on the west bank of the Nile, in an area 
called el-Mahrousa. They are not located within the domestic area but occupy an 
area between the river and the western desert were the Marl clays are mined. The 
Marl clay is mined in underground galleries in the hills that are located just at the 
fringe of the western desert to the west of the workshops. The mining area is at 
walking distance and the clay is being transported from the mines to the workshops 
by truck and/or by camel and donkey. The miners are specialists other than the 
potters (personal communication with the potters). 
During the visit of the author the area of the workshops was nearly deserted. 
Few people were at work, but instead of producing pottery they were busy making 
(mud)bricks (figure 113). They explained that the production of the Marl pottery is 
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conducted from March until September-October (while the visit of the author was in 
December). During other months it is not possible to make pottery, as it is too cold 
for the unfinished pottery to dry. Next to that, the Marl clay cannot be mined during 
the winter as the underground mines might collapse, due to the softening of the clay.  
Next to the seasonal limitations, one of people walking around told the author 
that of the fifty pottery workshops once in use, approximately five workshops still 
produce pottery. Other workshops shifted their activities to producing (mud)bricks, 
which is a more lucrative business. Pottery is used less and less in household 
activities, due to the introduction of plastic containers for instance. Therefore, the 
profit of pottery production has dropped and the potters were forced to change to 
other activities such as (mud)brick production. This process once again shows the 
importance of the documentation of the traditional workshops in Egypt before they all 
disappear. 
However, although not many people were present, one of them (Mr. 
Abdelhakem) was kind enough to temporarily put down his tasks producing bricks to 
show his pottery workshop even though it was not in use at the moment. This is the 
workshop that will be described in the next paragraph. 
 
7.3.1 The workshop 
The workshop was a free standing building made of bricks and wasters plastered 
with mud plaster. The entire workshop was covered with a roof made out of wooden 
boards and reeds. It was quite dark inside as there were hardly any windows.  
The workshop is made up of three parts (figure 114). The first part consists of 
a room with the only wheel present in the workshop. The second part is the storage 
room and the third part consists of the large kiln attached to the workshop. In front of 
the workshop a shallow circular pit (about 1,5 meters in diameter) was made wherein 
the raw material is prepared into a homogeneous clay body. Next to that, a water 
well was seen close to the trampling pit. The water needed in the workshop is 
provided by a well close to the entrance of the workshop. The water is pulled up by 
buckets that are lowered into the well. The water was poured in square basins next 
to the wheel (figure 115).  
Upon entering the workshop through the entrance, a small inlet in the wall to 
the left was used as storage for material not in use (such as the bottom part of a kick 
wheel, clothes, rags and so on). To the right of the entrance one sees the main 
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production area where the one wheel of the workshop is located. The potter is 
seated with his back to the entrance. The construction of the wheel is seen in figure 
116. The structure is made from bricks and plastered with mud. The potter himself is 
sitting on a wooden board. In front of him are shallow pits in which the assistant of 
the potter (one man) prepares the clay and places the humps of clay used by the 
potter. A round pit might contain water during the work to wet the clay if needed.  
The raw material is brought from outside and placed on the left side of the 
room. The clay is already divided into lumps to make it easier for the assistant to 
prepare the humps used by the potter. During the visit, the lumps of clay were still 
lying in this part of the workshop, but were completely dried out and not suitable for 
work. This clay needs to be worked again, before it can be used by the potter. This 
might be done before the start of the work in Spring.  
Going deeper into the workshop and passing the wheel, one enters the 
second room in the workshop. Here, the pottery that is made by the potter is placed 
to dry as the potter explained. The first stage of drying takes place inside the 
workshop, but after that the pottery was also placed outside. In figure 117 it can be 
seen that pottery is also stored here, as fired vessels were encountered in this room. 
On the right side in this storage room, benches were built against the wall of the 
workshop. Asking the potter for the function of these benches, the answer was that 
the men used them to sit and relax, drink tea, have a break and so on. Above these 
benches, some holes near the roof of the workshop provided some sunlight.  
The last part of the workshop, the kiln, is not visible from inside. The kiln is 
built against the workshop, but needs to be entered from outside. The kiln belonging 
to this workshop turned out to be an enormous updraft kiln (figure 118). The kiln was 
not at use during the visit, which made it possible to climb up the kiln and have a 
look inside. The kiln is a large cylindrical construction made of bricks and wasters 
with open top. Surrounding the kiln is a brick wall and some sort of hill of sand, 
straw, wasters, sherds etc. which allowed the author to go up the kiln.  
 
7.3.2 Production 
As the production of the pottery was not taking place during the visit of the author, 
this paragraph is partly based on secondary literature of Bourriau et al. (Bourriau et 
al.: 122-123) and Nicholson 2002 (Nicholson 2002: 140). The other part is based on 
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what the author has seen in other workshops and on the information provided by Mr. 
Abdelhakem.  
As said above, the raw material is the Marl clay mined by miners and brought 
to the workshop by truck and in the past by donkey. Once at the workshop, the clay 
needs to be prepared for the pottery production. As described in Bourriau et al. 
(Bourriau et al. 2000: 122-123) and Nicholson (Nicholson 2002: 140) the blocks of 
clay that are delivered are first broken up into smaller pieces. These smaller pieces 
are then being soaked in shallow circular pits outside the workshops until they 
become softer. The softer pieces of clay are then trampled in the pits by a water 
buffalo. The animal is guided by one person, who is also treading the clay and 
removing a-plastic inclusions at the same time. The trampling of the water buffalo 
and the assistant causes the clay to become more homogeneous. These pits have 
been seen by the author in front of the workshop of Mr. Abdelhakem and in front of 
another workshop nearby that was deserted at the time of the visit (see figure 119). 
After the trampling by the animal, the clay is taken from the pit and the lumps of clay 
are placed inside the workshop by the assistant. Inside, one or two persons trample 
and knead the clay once again to remove the last pockets of air and pick up any 
remaining inclusions in order to get a homogeneous clay body. Once the 
homogeneous clay body is retrieved, the clay is ready for the master potter to be 
used for the production of the pottery.  
The clay is given to the potter that is sitting at the wheel by the assistant. As 
could be seen outside and inside the workshop, vessels of various shapes and sizes 
were produced in Ballas (figure 120). Large water coolers were seen, as well as 
smaller vase like vessels that are used to drink water from. Mr. Abdulhakem took 
place behind his wheel to show how the pottery is being produced, but of course 
many details are unknown, as the work was not really conducted. Therefore, many 
remains unknown about the process of production itself and the author will not 
attempt to describe it in further detail to avoid any errors at this point. As told by the 
potter, the unfinished pottery is placed in the storage room to dry, and outside the 
workshop as well. It does not seem as if these vessels are decorated as some point 
in the production process. The fired vessels that were seen in and around the 
workshops are undecorated. Therefore, after drying, the pottery is ready to be fired 
in the kiln.  
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7.3.3 Firing  
The loading room of the kiln is being filled with vessels of various sizes. The pottery 
is place on top of a pierced that forms the roof of the fire room (figure 121). Most 
likely, one person stands inside the kiln, while another one hands over the pottery to 
be placed in the kiln. It is not clear what is used to cover the kiln on top. Perhaps it is 
done with sherds and wasters, as these were lying around the kiln in large amounts. 
The fuel used might be reeds, as the author saw bunches of reeds around and on 
top of the kiln, but this is not sure. The aperture of the fire room is large, and during 
the firing closed with bricks.  
After firing, the pottery is taken out of the kiln and placed along the rim of the 
kiln. However, because large amounts of pottery are fired, the pottery is spread 
around the kiln. Stacks of large vessels were seen along the unpaved road leading 
to the workshop area (figure 120). Smaller vessels were placed inside the storage 
room of the workshop (figure 117). Some wasters were just left inside the kiln, others 
are taken out and thrown on a large heap together with a lot of sherds and probably 
also the remains of the fuel. Patches of ashes were namely seen around the kiln. 
Many wasters have been used in the buildings and walls in this area and are thus 
reused in a useful way.  
 
7.3.4 Brick production 
Although this paragraph does not concern the production of pottery, it still is 
necessary to consider the activities that the potters have on the side. The fact that 
workshops are shifting their activities from pottery producing to brick producing is 
important to bear in mind during archaeological research. In ancient times a similar 
shift might have occurred in pottery workshops at a certain point in time. Therefore, 
excavating a kiln and surrounding need not indicate a pottery workshop alone. It 
might as well indicate the production of other products such as (mud)bricks. 
As said before, the potters decided to produce bricks because the pottery 
alone did not suffice in maintaining the potters and their families. Many of the potters 
have changed their activities completely, but others, such as Mr. Abdelhakem seem 
to produce bricks during the winter months when the production of Marl pottery is not 
possible.  
The raw material, Nile silt clay, is placed in heaps around basins in which the 
clay is soaked (figure 122). Near the workshops three rectangular basins made of 
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bricks were seen by the author. One of them appeared to be emptied already by the 
workmen. One other still contained some clay, while the middle one was still filled up 
to the rim with soaking clay. The clay is taken from these basins to the areas 
between the workshops. There the clay is probably formed into bricks by placing 
them in molds. The formed bricks are placed in the sun to dry in rows. It is not clear if 
the bricks are just dried in the sun and are used as mudbricks, or that they are fired 
in the large kilns to be used as fired bricks. During the visit of the author, the 
workmen were still forming the bricks, therefore it is not clear if the end products are 
fired bricks or mudbricks.  
 
7.3.5 Retail 
The potters told us that the finished pottery is not sold from the workshops. 
Considering the large amount that the kiln can take, the pottery that is produced is 
intended for sale on markets and the like and therefore most likely produced on 
demand. Probably salesmen pick the vessels up at the workshop in trucks and 
trailers. They are then taken to local markets, or little (work)shops such as the one in 
Dar el-Salam described above. 
 
7.3.6 Type of workshops 
As told by one of the few women seen during the visit, the work in the workshop is 
carried out by family members, such as brothers. It is, however, clear that the pottery 
is produced in large amounts and is intended for trade/export to other locations. The 
potters seem to produce various shapes and sizes of pottery on the wheel in a 
specialized way. Therefore, the author characterizes the workshops as ‘nucleated 
workshops’ (Peacock 1982: 8-11).  
 
7.4 Sheikh Ali 
The potters of Ballas referred to the pottery workshops in Sheikh Ali when they were 
asked for other workshops in the vicinity. This village was located on the east bank 
of the Nile about ten kilometers to the south of Ballas. Kindly taken there by a local 
truck driver the author visited two workshops in Sheikh Ali. The first one was a small 
workshop producing zirs (in this thesis referred to as workshop A) taking up the 
space between two houses. In the same block of houses the second workshop 
(referred to as workshop B) was located. This one proved to be a larger workshop 
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occupying a courtyard and ground floor belonging to a house located on the first floor 
of the building. This workshop seemed to be specialized in smaller vessels namely 
tagines and certain types of larger pottery with openings to the sides. Both of the 
workshops will be discussed in the following paragraphs.  
 
7.4.1 Workshop A 
 
7.4.1.1 The layout of the workshop  
As said above, this workshop occupied a small strip of space between two houses. 
At the rear end the workshop looked out over fields. To the left and right were the 
walls of the two houses (figure 123). One enters through a large gate (figure 124). To 
the left of the entrance was a roofed storage room where zirs were place to dry 
before firing. To the right of the entrance large bags of raw material were placed 
(figure 125). This small ‘hallway’ also contained a few jerry cans possibly filled with 
fuel. A wall separated the roofed hallway from the open courtyard where the actual 
production is carried out. In the corner of the hallway, against the separating wall a 
brick bench was located. Next to it a zir was placed, that was used by the potters 
and its assistants as water cooler. The hallway also seemed to be the place were 
coffee and tea was prepared for and by the people working there. Some tools were 
placed against the right wall of the hallway. Opposite the tools, next to the zir, a large 
bag filled with rags and some green branches of a type of reed were placed against 
the wall (of the storage room). These perhaps serve as fuel for the kiln.  
Upon entering the courtyard of the workshop, one encounters the only wheel 
in the workshop right away as it is placed against the right wall of the workshop in 
front of the entrance (figure 126). While working, the potter is seated with his back 
towards the wall and faces the area where the half-products are placed there to dry 
before further work can be conducted on them. They are brought back and forth by 
the son of the potter (figure 127). On the left side of the potter (seen from the potter 
place) is a bucket and tap for water. To his right side are the preparation pits where 
the raw material is being prepared into a clay body that can be used by the potter. 
The pits are divided in two: a part were the raw material is wetted (closest to the 
wheel) and a part where clay is trampled (figure 128). Opposite of the preparation 
pits many cloths and rags were lying on the workshop floor. These probably are used 
to cover pottery during the drying stage.  
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To the rear end of the workshop a kiln was visible. The kiln is built on the 
right side of the workshop and forms part of the back wall of the workshop (figure 
129). The kiln does not cover the entire area in the back of the workshop. Between 
the wall of the house fencing the workshop in the left side and the kiln a small empty 
strip is seen. A lot of straw and animal dung was encountered here. Perhaps a goat 
or sheep is being kept in this area, but it was not present during the visit. This strip of 
the workshop is fenced at the rear end by a low wall, providing a view on the fields 
behind the workshop. Against this wall some jerry cans and tires have been placed. 
This part of the workshop is partly covered by a shabby roof made of branches with 
some wooden board and rags (figure 130). The same accounts for the area of the 
wheel: it is covered by a screen to protect the potter from the sun. The screen is 
made of poles and branches with thinner branches/reeds on top (figure 128).  
The whole workshop seems to be unpaved. The floor of the workshop seems 
to consist of treaded mud/clay and loose sand. This is useful especially for the zir 
vessels, that can be placed in the loose sand when drying as they have a pointed 
bottom instead of a flat bottom.  
 
7.4.1.2 Production 
Workshop A is mainly specialized in the production of larger vessels, of which the 
most important ones are the zirs. Also large open vessels are produced as can be 
seen on figure 131. Only one potter, an somewhat elderly man called ‘Amu Mas’oud, 
was working on the wheel. Two of his children, two sons, were assisting him with the 
work in the workshop, although they did not intend on taking over the workshop after 
the retirement of their father. They indicated that they were studying to be able to 
find a cleaner, more useful job, in the hopes of earning more than their father.  
Following the chaîne d’opératoire discussed in the first chapter many of the 
steps can be distinguished in workshop A. The raw material is delivered to the 
workshop in large bags, that are placed close to the entrance of the workshop. As 
told by the potter, the clay is fairly clean (not many inclusions) therefore does not 
need to be placed in levigation basins and the like to prepare it for the forming of the 
vessels. The clay is taken from the bags and placed in a trampling pit to the right of 
the wheel where it is wetted. The space of the workshop is limited, thus the clay is 
prepared in small amounts as can be seen in figure 128. Part of the clay in the 
preparation pit in this picture is still untreated, the other half has already been taken 
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care of. Imprints of hands and/or feet are seen in the clay. The clay is most likely 
trampled by foot, and perhaps also kneaded by hand to achieve a homogenous clay 
body ready for use. 
From the preparation pit the clay is taken to be prepared for the shaping of a 
vessel. Although not seen during the visit, it is most probable that the assistants 
prepare blocks or humps of clay that can be used on the wheel.  
The potter then forms the larger vessels on the wheel. The production is 
done in several stages. At first the bottom part of the vessel is formed; the body and 
part of the neck of the vessel are produced in this stage. The vessels are placed in 
front of the wheel by one of the assistants to dry The rim of the vessel is covered 
with strips of paper or cloths to prevent it from drying too much. The rims need to still 
be soft in order to be able to continue the work on them in the next stage. To prevent 
the vessels from collapsing, a rope is wrapped around the bodies of the vessels.  
The next stage is the forming of the rest of the neck of the vessel and the rim. 
New clay needs to be added to the already formed shape of the vessel. This process 
has not been observed in the workshop of ‘Amu Mas’oud. However, the vessels that 
were drying before being fired all had a neck and rim, therefore the author assumes 
this process to take place in this workshop at some point in the production phase.  
After attaching the rim the vessels are placed in the storage room close to the 
entrance to dry before being fired. Vessels are also placed outside the workshop 
along both sides of the road. Right in front of the workshop vessels are placed in the 
soft sand, as well as on the other side of the road along the canal (figure 131). 
 
7.4.1.3 Firing 
Vessels ready for firing are taken to the kiln in the rear of the workshop. They are 
placed in front of the kiln in order to be placed in the kiln by one of the assistants (or 
perhaps the potter himself). The kiln is filled from the top; a small pathway leads from 
the floor of the workshop up to the top of the kiln (figure 129). The kiln that is used, is 
an updraft kiln, with the fire room partly buried into the floor of the workshop. The 
opening of fire room is placed on the side of the kiln that can be overseen by the 
potter from his place at the wheel. The kiln was not in use during the authors visit, 
therefore the exact method of loading and unloading of the kiln is not observed.  
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There are no indications of activities concerning the decoration of the pottery. 
Zirs are usually undecorated and it does not seem as if the vessels produced in 
workshop A are decorated at all.  
 
7.4.1.4 Retail 
‘Amu Mas’oud explained that the pottery produced in his workshop is being sold 
along the road, thus from the workshop, to local users. However, a part of the pottery 
is produced on demand and is picked up by middlemen to be sold on markets 
elsewhere. According the definitions of Peacock (1982: 8-11) this workshop can be 
considered to be a individual workshop, as the production is vital for the subsistence 
of the potter, but also serves the needs of the local communities.  
 
7.4.2 Workshop B 
As it seemed during the visit of the author to this visit, this workshop was specialized 
in the production of smaller vessels (tagines). However, also other pottery has been 
encountered in this workshop. Larger cylindrical vessels were put to dry as well as 
bowl-like vessels and their lids.  
The potters told that their workshop had been visited previously by people 
concerned with the state of pottery workshops in Egypt. They were part of an 
organization founded to protect the workshops from disappearing. A sign next to the 
entrance indicated this as well. However, the potters expressed their disappointment, 
as up until now the organization did not provide the potters any help.  
 
7.4.2.1 The workshop  
Similar to workshop A, workshop B is part of a block of houses along a road that 
runs along a canal. This workshop was fenced on all sides, and part of the workshop 
actually formed the ground level of one of the houses. The workshop consisted of an 
open courtyard and a covered area. The roof of this covered part is the floor of the 
dwelling on the first floor (see figure 132 and figure 133).  
The workshop is entered through a gateway. Right behind the doors a roofed 
‘hall way’ gave entrance to the workshop. The hall way was flanked on both sides by 
a room. However, the door of the room on the left side was closed, so it was not 
possible to see what was kept inside. The hall way was used as parking lot for a 
motor cycle (on the right) and a bicycle (on the left side). A wheel barrow was placed 
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upside-down in the hall way as well. In the left corner a tire and some other objects 
not in use were tucked away too. What appears to be a washing machine and a 
laundry tub seem to be kept there also (figure 134).  
Passing the closed room on the left of the entrance, one arrives at the wheels 
that are used in this workshop (figure 135). Two of the wheels where placed against 
the closed room, with the potters sitting with their backs towards the wall. Another 
wheel was placed against the left wall fencing the workshop. All three of them were 
covered by a roof, formed by the floor of the house located on the first floor 
(belonging to the potters). See figure 132 for the exact location of the wheels.  
Next to one of the wheels, along the left wall of the workshop in the 
courtyard, a clay preparation pit was encountered (figure 136). The pit was empty 
however, the clay had all been used for the production of vessels. Along the pit was 
a large heap covered with rags and plastic sheets. It was not clear what this heap 
consisted of but it might have been raw material ready for preparation or already 
prepared and ready for use. A large heap of raw material however, was placed 
outside the workshop, to the left of the entrance. It seems as if the clay has been 
dropped or by a truck there and is just left outside until the potters need to prepare 
the clay for production. The clay seems to arrive in bags, that can be seen lying 
outside the workshop too, as well as along the canal in front of the workshop. 
Probably the potters open a few of the bags when clay is needed for production and 
in doing so create the large heap of clay that was seen during the authors visit to the 
workshop.  
In the far left corner of the workshop a large square kiln was built of bricks 
(figure 137). The kiln was partly built against the left and partly against rear wall of 
the workshop. The rear wall of the courtyard fences off the workshop from the fields, 
and does not form part of a house. The kiln had been closed off by two transverse 
walls made of fired bricks. However, part of the wall projecting from the left wall of 
the courtyard had partly collapsed. Therefore, the kiln can be seen from the 
courtyard. The space between the kiln and the transverse walls has been filled up 
with sand, rubble (perhaps fuel) and wasters. These wasters are most probably used 
to cover the kiln on top as has been observed by Nicholson in Deir Mawas. If this is 
the reason of the placement of the wasters in this area, this is a convenient location 
and the wasters are reused in a useful way. The fire room of the kiln is placed in the 
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lower part of right wall of the kiln (as seen from the front); the pottery is placed above 
fire room. Thus, one can speak of an updraft kiln. 
On top of the transverse wall projecting from the rear wall of the workshop 
are some fired vessels. Fired vessels (small tagines) are neatly stacked against the 
transverse wall and the rear wall as can be seen in figure 137. Along the rear and 
the right walls of the workshop rows of fired bowls and other pottery are placed 
(figure 138). More fired pottery was placed outside the workshop, along the road on 
the side of the houses and on the side of the canal. 
In the far right corner of the workshop large bags are found. It was however 
not clear what these bags contained. It could be clay in raw form, but it is very well 
possible that the bags contained fuel or organic material. The organic material could 
straw, as one can identify chopped straw on the floor of the workshop in front of the 
bags. Next to that, a large oil barrel (made of metal) was placed in this corner of the 
workshop. On top of the barrel piles of bats were kept. These bats are the ones that 
the assistants/potters use to place pottery on and use to carry pottery from the 
wheels to the drying area for instance. Strangely enough, this corner of the workshop 
is roofed by a shelter with poles and other wooden objects on top. Maybe these are 
used as fuel for the kilns, as the wood does not seem to have another function in this 
workshop (figure 139).  
Continuing along the right wall of the workshop, one encounters a round 
bread kiln, on a much smaller scale than the kiln used for firing pottery (figure 139). 
Behind the kiln some branches and other rubbish was thrown. Also tools that are not 
in use are placed here. To the side of the kiln more fired vessels are placed against 
the right wall of the workshop. In the right corner close to the entrance more pottery 
was stacked, but also tires and other seemingly useless objects were kept. Even a 
children’s bicycle is seen on figure 140. This corner is former by the right wall of the 
workshop and a transverse wall projecting from the right wall. This transverse wall 
separates the workshop from the staircase leading to the house on the first floor. A 
small area between this wall and the room that is to the right of the workshop is 
covered by the stairs to the first floor. Two taps were located in this area, as well as 
a large zir used to cool water. A plastic barrel that was not in use was stored here as 
well. See figures131 and 141 for the location of this part of the workshop. 
The remainder of the workshop, the largest area in the center of the 
workshop, is used to dry the pottery. Right in front of the workshop also pottery was 
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put to dry as well. Fired pottery was stacked inside the workshop, but also outside. 
The pottery is also placed along the canal as was the case with workshop A. Also, 
fired pottery was put there, but it seems as if a large amount of vessels had been 
sold, considering the empty space with just three remaining fired vessels still in 
place.  
 
7.4.2.2 Production 
The clay that the potters used to form the tagines and other vessels was brought to 
the workshop and dropped in front of the building as said in the previous paragraph. 
The clay is taken from fields in the surroundings of the workshop, as the potters told 
the author. The potters explained that a certain material (the word they used for it 
sounded as brahm) was brought to the workshop to add to the tagines to retain the 
heat in the ovens during cooking (which is needed to cook the food). The material is 
brought to the workshop from Quseir, a village on the Red Sea coast (at about the 
same latitude as Qena). It is pulverized in the workshop in order to be mixed with the 
clay. The clay is most probably loaded in wheel barrows outside the workshop to be 
taken inside. Several wheel barrows have been seen in the workshop, one of them 
next to the clay preparation pit, so it is mostly likely that the clay is moved around 
with these wheel barrows.  
The clay is then placed in the pit to be prepared into a homogenous clay 
body ready to use. However, as the pit was empty and no clay preparation was 
taking place, one can only guess how this process is executed. Most probably the 
raw material is wetted, as the pit was still wet although there was no clay inside the 
pit (see figure 136). Possibly the clay is trampled here, and after that kneaded by 
hand. This process might have been executed by the children that were present in 
the workshop. Two men and two or three women were present, as well as some 
children at the time of the visit. It seemed that, except for the youngest children, all of 
them where involved in the production process. One of the boys present showed his 
skills (producing a tagine) on the wheel, indicating that not only the older potters 
worked on the wheels. The pottery is placed on bats and spread around in the 
central area of the workshop as can be seen on figures 137 and 138. The drying 
pottery occupied almost the entire space of the workshop. The space did not seem 
to suffice the amount of pottery produced, so tagines were also placed outside in 
front of the workshop as mentioned above. The women conducted the final touch to 
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the unfinished pottery outside of the workshop. One of the women is seen on figure 
142 where she is most probably applying a slip or the like. Perhaps this is done 
outside due to the lack of space inside, caused by the large amount of drying pottery.  
After drying, the pottery is fired in the kiln located in the far left corner of the 
workshop. The kiln was not working during the visit. It seemed to have had fired 
recently, as the kiln was still packed with fired vessels. The kiln most probably is 
filled from the front, as it had been closed off with new bricks (figure 137). The top of 
the kiln is covered with sherds of wasters as mentioned above. While unloading, it 
appears logical that the bricks, as well as the sherds, are removed before removing 
the fired vessels.  
 
7.4.2.3 Storage and retail 
The pottery that is fired is stacked in the workshop, around the kiln for instance and 
along the walls as has been discussed above. The pottery is also placed outside the 
workshop along the canal and right in front of the workshop. Apparently there is no 
separate storage room, but the closed room near to the entrance might have been 
used for this purpose as well. The pottery is bought by local inhabitants of the village. 
The pottery is also produced on demand, as was told by the potters. The pottery is 
picked up by pick-up truck, as happened during the visit of the author. The children 
in the workshop assisted in bringing the vessels to the truck (figure 134). The 
placement of the fired pottery outside of the workshop facilitated the retail of the 
pottery to locals and collection of the pottery by middlemen.  
 
7.4.2.4 Type of workshop 
One can identify workshop B as an individual workshop, as it does not seem to be 
connected to workshop A. The production of the pottery is vital to the existence of 
the potters and their family. The pottery is sold along the road, but also produced on 
demand, therefore serving the local community. The pottery is manufactured on 
wheels, and the potters are specialized in this task. Therefore it seems safe to 
characterize the workshop as an individual one, following the scheme of Peacock 
(1982: 8-11) of workshops.  
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7.5 Additional information 
To retrieve more details about the production of the pottery and the process of firing, 
one needs to pay many more visits to the workshop. It is necessary to observe the 
various stages in the production sequence. It is not enough to rely on the oral 
information obtain from the potter and his assistants. Details will of course be left out 
of the conversation, which is a mere summary of the processes. Therefore, more 
visits are of utmost importance when one would aim for a more or less complete 
description of a workshop. The description of the workshops in this chapter shows 
that much less information is available to the author due to the shortage of time 
during the visits.  
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8. Comparison of the workshops 
 
8.1 Introduction 
In the previous chapters several workshops in various areas in Egypt have been 
described separately. The aim of this chapter is to combine the information gathered 
from the previous chapters and provide a general discussion of present-day 
workshops. This will concern the spatial distribution of the workshops, as well as the 
activities taking place in and around the workshops. The similarities between the 
workshops as well as the differences will be pointed out. The goal is to be able to 
identify certain activities and functional areas and their location within/around the 
workshops. As in chapter 3 has been discussed, within ethnoarchaeological 
research, the focus is on human behavior and the remains that that human behavior 
leaves behind. In order to acquire information about that behavior that might be used 
to interpret archaeological material, it is necessary to search for general patterns in 
that behavior. Therefore, this chapter is intended to gain a general view of 
workshops in Egypt by describing similarities as well as differences.  
However, one should keep in mind that a great restriction that had been 
encountered during the research of the workshops was the lack of time. The 
workshops in Fustat have been studied extensively in the three weeks that the 
author participated in the research project mentioned before. The other workshops 
discussed in this report have, unfortunately, just been visited during a short period of 
time. Many of the workshops have been visited for just a few hours. To be able to 
provide information for a complete study of contemporary pottery workshops one 
needs to visit the locations repeatedly and to visit as many workshops as possible 
before the craft dies out. Thus, this report does not pretend to be a complete 
documentation of workshops in Egypt, but tries to give a general idea of the 
production technologies and the use of space in the workshops based on several 
case studies.   
 
8.2. The activities and functional areas 
The first and most important necessity is the raw material, the clay. Most of the 
workshops discussed in this thesis import the raw material from outside; many of 
them import it from for instance Aswan. Some of the workshops, in el-Nazla and in 
Kom Aushim, also use locally mined clay. The clay is usually placed in piles outside 
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the workshop as was seen for example in Fustat, the tagine workshop in Sheikh Ali, 
and in Kom Aushim. However, non of the workshops seems to have a well-defined 
area specifically intended for the storage of the clay. It is just thrown on large heaps 
usually outside the workshops. 
 Once the clay is needed, it is prepared in preparation basins. Sometimes the 
clay needs to be levigated first. The levigation basins usually are made up from low 
walls, separating the levigation and sedimentation basins from each other. In el-
Nazla, however, the basins are rudimentary pits and it appears that they can be dug 
when needed. At some sites the basins are outside, for instance in the courtyard of 
the workshop (workshop A and B in Fustat; workshop A in Kom Aushim), but at other 
locations the basins are inside (workshop D in Fustat). The basins therefore do not 
have a fixed place within the workshops’ premises. Some of the workshops do not 
levigate the clay, but prepare the raw material by wetting it a little and trampling and 
kneading it straight away (Ballas). Thus, within some of the workshops the basins 
have are real structures with a fixed location, but others just have a pit in the ground 
that is not architecturally defined. Unfortunately, it is therefore not possible to create 
a general picture concerning the clay preparation basins. 
 After the levigation of the clay, the clay is taken elsewhere to be trampled and 
kneaded. Usually the trampling occurs on the floor inside a workshop, or at least 
under a roofed part of the workshop, to protect the clay from the sun. When the clay 
is needed, smaller lumps of clay are taken from the heaps of trampled clay and 
kneaded by hand. After the kneading, the clay is handed over to the potters. In 
general, the piles of clay are placed close to the main potters’ working place. This 
makes it easy for the assistants to collect the smaller lumps of clay that the potters 
need and hand it over to the potters with the least effort. 
 The forming of the clay is done on the fast wheel, as has been encountered 
in almost all of the workshops. However, in el-Nazla, Kom Aushim and Deir Mawas, 
the main shape of the vessels is produced with the paddle and anvil technique. In 
some of the workshops of Fustat molds to shape ceramic objects were used as well. 
Many of the larger vessel types are manufactured in stage and most of the times it is 
needed to put the vessels aside to dry until they are leather-hard before they are 
suitable for further stages of the shaping process. The available space in the 
workshop is usually completely used to place vessels that need to dry. This includes 
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the covered areas of the workshops, as well as open spaces such as the courtyards 
and roofs.  
 After drying, many of the vessels are finished by adding rims, bases, and 
handles or other parts. When finished, it is also possible that the vessels are 
decorated before firing. As has been seen in Fustat for instance, the decoration 
takes place on a portable turntable. Therefore, it is possible to conduct this task 
where-ever space is available, but usually the same locations are used for the 
decoration. 
 After the decoration the pottery is ready to be fired. The kilns used for firing 
the pottery are sometimes located in the courtyard of the workshop (for instance in 
workshop A and D in Fustat and in both workshops in Sheikh Ali), but may also be 
located outside the workshop (workshop C in Fustat; Kom Aushim; el-Nazla and 
Ballas). Within a workshop there is thus a fixed location for a kiln, but it is not 
possible to appoint a fixed location in general. The fuel for the kilns is most of the 
time placed in heaps close to the kilns, making it easy to add fuel to the kilns. After 
firing the pottery is stored in and around the workshop were space is available, until 
they are sold to passersby or to middlemen.  
  
8.3 The workshops and distribution of the activities therein 
Now that the activities occurring in and around the workshop are discussed, the 
architecture of the workshops will be discussed.  
 The workshops in Fustat, Kom Aushim, el-Nazla, Dar el-Salam and Ballas 
are all freestanding buildings especially built for the pottery craft. The workshops in 
Sheikh Ali and Deir Mawas however, are located between the walls of surrounding 
houses. Most of the workshops are built with mudbricks, but occasionally walls are 
partly or completely made up of wasters as has been seen (for example in Fustat 
and Kom Aushim). 
 The roofs are carried by pillars or wooden poles and are often made from 
wooden poles and boards, branches, scrap wood, reeds and the like. The forming of 
the pottery usually takes place in the covered area of the workshop. However, in the 
zir workshop in Sheikh Ali, most of the work was done in the open courtyard. The 
wheel there was covered with a shed of wooden branches however. Thus, one might 
say that the potters usually work in covered areas.  
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 Most of the time a covered area as well as an open courtyard or other open 
area is available to the workmen as well. The open areas belonging to the 
workshops are mainly used for drying the pottery. Also, levigation and sedimentation 
basins may be present in the courtyards. Obviously all the kilns are located in the 
open areas and courtyards of the workshops. These structures, basins and kilns, are 
always in a fixed location within the workshop.  
 All activities taking place in a workshop are all connected to each other. The 
main shaping activities usually take place in the covered areas to protect the potters 
from the influences of the weather and thus have a fixed place in the workshop. The 
trampling of the clay is done close to where the main potters are working, to make it 
easier for the assistants to hand the clay over to the potter. At the same time the clay 
that is trampled needs to be shed from the sun to stay damp. Therefore, usually the 
trampling of the clay is located inside the workshop as well. However, it is not 
necessarily the case that the trampling is done in a fixed place, although it seems to 
be the most practical to trample the clay close to the main working area. 
The drying of the pottery occurs wherever space is available inside as well as 
outside the workshop. The storage of fired pottery is also done where it is possible. 
Thus, these phases in the pottery production do not have a fixed location within the 
workshops. 
The decoration of the pottery is mostly done on mobile turntables. In workshop A in 
Fustat any empty place will do for this process. However, in workshop B the men 
decoration the pottery seem to have a fixed place in room 2. The same accounts for 
workshop D. In other workshops however, decorating the pottery might be done 
outside the workshop. Next to that, not all workshops decorate their pottery, and thus 
have no area designated for this process. It is therefore not possible to decide if the 
decoration of the pottery is always done in the same place within the workshop.  
 
8.4 Summary of the description 
Comparing all the workshops to each other, it is clear that the location of certain 
activities are conducted at the most logical and practical location in the workshop. 
Some have a fixed place, while others do not. However, when looking at all the 
plans, it is obvious that the workshops all have different plans. In the opinion of the 
author, this is due to the amount of space available to a workshop and the amount of 
pottery being produced. More (or less) pottery, means more (or less) workmen, and 
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thus the need of a large (or smaller) workshop. Thus, one can say that certain 
activities might be expected in a certain area, and in view of that a general picture of 
pottery workshops can be given. It is, however, not possible to draw a general plan 
of ‘the pottery workshop’, as every workshop has its own size and shape. But, as 
certain activities take place close to each other for convenience of the potters and 
their assistants (to make the work as easy as possible by shortening the distance 
between two areas in a workshop for instance), it is possible to have a general idea 
of a workshops’ layout.  
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9. Case study: el-Amarna 
 
9.1 Introduction 
This chapter will be concerned with a case study of a site excavated in el-Amarna 
that has been identified as a pottery workshop. First, the archaeological remains of 
the workshop will be discussed and compared to the general description of 
workshops (created in the previous chapter) in Egypt nowadays to see if any 
similarities or differences can be appointed. This site has been chosen as a case 
study, as it is in the same region as the Deir Mawas workshop, is located in the Nile 
Valley as are most of the other discussed workshops and it is one of the few 
archaeological sites of Pharaonic Egypt where workshops producing pottery have 
been attested. 
Then, in the second part of this chapter the importance of the 
ethnoarchaeological research of pottery workshops from an archaeological 
perspective will be discussed based on the results of the case study of the ancient 
workshop of el-Amarna.  
 
9.2 The case study 
Based on the discussion of the workshops in the previous chapter one can say that 
certain features are present in (almost) all workshops: clay preparation areas 
(levigation and sedimentation basins), a main working area (usually covered), a main 
drying area (either covered or open), kilns and storage areas.  
Some of these functional areas have a fixed location within a workshops’ 
premises, for instance the kilns and clay preparation areas. One would expect these 
to be recognizable in archaeological remains. In this paragraph the site of el-Amarna 
shall be focused on. This case study is intended to study the traces a pottery 
workshop actually leaves behind in the archaeological remains.   
 
9.2.1 Site O45.1 in el-Amarna 
As discussed in the chapter on Deir Mawas, many excavations have taken place in 
el-Amarna. The site is investigated by many scholars and the most recent research 
is conducted by Paul Nicholson (a.o.). The case study in this paragraph concerns the 
structures and features unearthed in area O45.1. The main literature used is Brilliant 
Things for Akhenaten by Nicholson (2007). Other areas (for instance Q48.4, 
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discussed in Rose 1989: 82-101) in el-Amarna have yielded some evidence of 
pottery production as well, but these will not be considered in this chapter. 
The site of O45.1 is located close to the Royal Road leading to the Great 
Palace and the Small Aten Temple in the north (figure 143). Three phases of use 
have been identified at this site. The first one is called the cemetery phase as a few 
burials are attributed to this phase (Nicholson & Hart 2007: 31, 34). This phase will 
not be further discussed here. The second phase is the industrial phase with 
architectural remains that are identified as pottery workshop (figure 144). The last 
phase is that of the reuse of the site and perhaps the continuation of the workshop 
(Nicholson & Hart 2007: 34).  
In phases two and three walls and at least six kilns have been built in the 
area of O45.1. This has led the excavators to identify the site as industrial estate 
(Nicholson & Hart 2007: 34). Figure 145 shows the layout of the site. The kilns are 
mostly built from bricks and have a circular or oval shape. Kilns 2 and 3 show 
remains of slag, indicating that glass has been fired in these kilns (Nicholson & Hart 
2007: 34-45). Next to the glass production, pottery was produced in this area as well.  
The remains of the workshop lay to the west of kilns 2 and 3 and to the south 
of kiln 1 (figures 145 and 146). As indicated in figure 145 the workshop is among 
others built up of features 8037, 9482 and 9475 following the numbering used by 
Nicholson (Nicholson & Hart 2007: 45). Feature 8037 is identified as a trampling floor 
of fired mud bricks. To the west of the floor a clay preparation pit has been identified 
by the excavators (figure 147). Unfired sherds and pieces of turned clay were thrown 
in the pit to be reused. The discovery of these objects lead to the identification of the 
pit as clay preparation pit. Clay prepared in this pit was taken to the trampling floor 
and trampled to achieve a homogeneous clay body. The trampling floor was still 
covered in a layer of grey clay when excavated (Nicholson & Hart 2007: 49-50).  
The walls surrounding the trampling floor might have been high walls, but it is 
also possible that the walls only reached half-way or even less. It is not clear if the 
trampling floor had a roof, but it might have been covered. A zir placed in the ground 
to the south of the trampling floor was most likely used as water container. The water 
could be used to prepare the clay in the preparation pit or for the potters to drink. 
Therefore, Nicholson & Hart suggest that the wall to the south of the trampling floor 
might have been a kerb instead of a real wall, facilitating easy access to the water 
(Nicholson & Hart: 49).  
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The location of the wheel (the clay turnings and sherds indicate that pottery 
was produced on a wheel) and other functional areas remains unknown as the 
workshop is not completely preserved. The western part of the building is largely 
destroyed. However, Nicholson presumes that the wheel has been located in the 
vicinity of the clay preparation pit, as this is the most common location (Nicholson & 
Hart 2007: 50). In the opinion of the author it is possible that pottery was produced 
close to the preparation pit and the zir, as a zir has been encountered close to the 
potters in workshop D in Fustat and workshops A and B in Sheikh Ali.  
 To the south east of kiln 2 and 3 a well was identified. However, the well is 
not fully excavated, as it was on the edge of the trenches of the excavators. The well 
seems to have been used by the workmen in the industrial area, as it is located close 
to the workshops. Another structure in the area of O45.1 seems to be a well too, but 
it has not been excavated completely, it is thus not certain if there were two wells at 
the site (Nicholson & Hart 2007: 50-52).  
 The kilns of the area are of the updraft type. The fire room is in the lower 
section of the mudbrick structure. Unfortunately, the loading rooms in the upper parts 
of the kilns have been destroyed. Kilns 1, 4, and 6 most likely to have been used for 
the firing of pottery. The fuel used for firing the kilns has been determined by 
investigating piece of charcoal found in the kilns. It appears that the Acacia nilotica 
has been used most often. However, it is likely that rubbish has been fired as well, 
as wood had probably not been abundantly available at the site. Waste of 
woodworkers and palm fronds may have been fired as well and may not have left 
pieces of charcoal behind in the kilns (Nicholson 2007: 154-155). The excavators 
have reconstructed a kiln based on the archaeological material and experimented 
with firing the kiln in order to understand the functioning of the ancient kilns 
(Nicholson 1995a: 239-278; Nicholson & Jackson 2007: 83-99). 
 To identify the production of the pottery, only the unfired sherds and pieces of 
turned clay could be used. A small piece of a bat is found at the site as well 
(Nicholson 2007: 151-152). Other than that, almost no other evidence such as a 
potters’ wheel or the like is attested in this area.   
Thus, summarizing the finds discussed above, the following evidence of pottery 
production at site O45.1 has been excavated: a trampling floor, a clay preparation 
pit, a zir to contain water, kilns, unfired sherds and clay turnings and part of a bat. 
The survival of the kilns in the archaeological material is not surprising, as these are 
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features with a fixed location as has been discussed in the chapter on the general 
plan of workshops in Egypt. The same accounts for the clay preparation pit. 
Therefore, one would expect these structures to still be recognizable in the 
archaeological remains. Considering the chaîne d’opératoire and the general 
discussion of activities and their distribution within a workshop given in the previous 
chapter, certain features are not encountered in O45.1 such as: a location for the 
storage of raw material; the main working area (for instance the wheel); detailed 
information of the forming techniques and decoration of the vessels; drying areas; 
locations for the storage of fired pottery. 
As became clear from the general discussion of present-day workshops, some of 
these features and activities do not have a fixed location in the workshop, which 
makes it likely that these are not encountered during excavations. This includes for 
instance the areas for the storage of raw material and drying areas. One would 
expect wheels to leave any traces in the archaeological material as they usually 
have a fixed place within the workshops, but at site O45.1 in el-Amarna no evidence 
indicated the location of the basins or wheels. However, when looking at the wheels 
in most of the workshops described, all of them are largely made of perishable 
materials, that most probably will not survive in the archaeological material. Next to 
that, not much of the architecture of the workshop is preserved, except for a few 
remains of walls. The used building materials of the workshop in el-Amarna therefore 
remain largely unknown. It is, for instance, not clear if certain parts of the workshop 
had been covered, or if walls had been present at all.  
 The case study of el-Amarna shows that it is difficult to reconstruct a pottery 
workshop based solely on the archaeological material, because a great part of the 
workshops’ architecture and layout has disappeared. Most likely this is due to the 
building material used in the workshops: probably wooden boards and poles and 
wasters for walls and roofs among others. Due to post-depositional processes these 
have disappeared. Also, the fact that many activities do not have a fixed place in the 
workshop may lead to the loss of evidence. How is one supposed to reconstruct the 
craft of pottery production and pottery workshops in the past then? In the opinion of 
the author ethnoarchaeological research is of great use in this, as will also be seen 
in the next chapter. 
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10. Evaluation  
 
10.1 Introduction 
The use of ethnoarchaeological research is important in a twofold way. Firstly, 
ethnoarchaeological research is a way of documenting part of the heritage of a 
country, in this case the heritage of Egypt. Secondly, information gathered during 
ethnoarchaeological research can be used to interpret archaeological remains. The 
first part of this paragraph will concern the use of ethnoarchaeology for the study of 
pottery workshops. The second part will be focusing on documenting heritage by 
means of ethnoarchaeological studies.  
 
10.2 Heritage documentation 
As has been mentioned in chapter 4 the workshops in Fustat are being replaced by 
modern architecture. Therefore, the existence of the traditional craft of pottery 
production in Fustat is disappearing. Comparing the photographs of the site taken in 
2008 and the ones taken in 2010 a great difference is already visible (figures 148 
and 149). Many of the old workshops had been taken down and new architecture 
was built. Next to that, large holes had been dug in parts of the site, but no buildings 
had replaced the old ones yet as the constructors encountered huge rocks that could 
not be removed easily. Thanks to the project of the Netherlands Flemish Institute in 
Cairo and the Leiden University however, the traditional workshops that had been 
present in Fustat in 2008 have been documented. 
 As the use of pottery will decrease more and more in the future, the 
remainder of the workshops throughout Egypt will encounter difficulties in 
maintaining their craft. In Ballas it was already seen that potters shifted from pottery 
production to brick production. Also, the younger generation is not always willing to 
take over the workshops of their parents as was explained by the potter in the zir 
workshop in Sheikh Ali. Due to these changes, the traditional craft of pottery 
producing runs the risk to disappear completely. Ethnoarchaeological research is 
thus important to document this craft to make sure this part of Egypt’s heritage at 
least survives in literature. The documentation of the workshops in Fustat and other 
places in Egypt will provide a wealthy source of information for posterity. Next to that, 
the documentation of diminishing crafts is also essential for researchers such as 
archaeologists, to be able to interpret and reconstruct (although carefully and 
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considering a wide range of other sources of information) archaeological remains as 
will be discussed in the next paragraph.  
 
10.3 Ethnoarchaeology and pottery workshops 
As became clear after the case study of site O45.1 in el-Amarna pottery workshops 
are likely to only leave scarce traces that can be used to reconstruct pottery 
workshops of the past. In order to understand the work conducted in and the 
architectural layout of a workshop in the past several resources of information need 
to be addressed.  
Sources that might provide information to interpret remains of past behavior 
are archaeological and/or ethnoarchaeological in kind. Archaeological remains 
excavated at a number of sites can for instance be compared and used to 
complement each other. The site of O45.1 at el-Amarna could be compared with 
material excavated by Colin Hope in the Dakhla Oasis for example (Hope 1993: 121-
127). Combining the material from the sites might lead to a more complete view of 
pottery workshops. However, if the material at other sites is just as scarce and the 
same type of features are found, the reconstruction will still be incomplete.  
 In the opinion of the author ethnoarchaeological research is then another 
important source about pottery workshops. The research conducted for this thesis 
has provided much information on the production techniques used in various kinds of 
workshops. The archaeological material did not give a clear indication of the possible 
techniques that could have been used in the workshop in el-Amarna. There were no 
traces of a wheel or shallow hollows that could be used to shape pottery. The pottery 
that has been excavated might give a clue, but to be able to interpret the pottery 
and/or sherds and the techniques used to produce them one is designated to 
experiments and ethnoarchaeological research as well.  
Next to the production techniques, the distribution of tasks between the 
workmen in a workshop has been recorded by the ethnoarchaeological research of 
the author, information that the archaeological material did not provide either. The 
descriptions of the workshops in this thesis, can be used to reconstruct the activities 
and their distribution within the excavated workshop(s) as the location of certain 
activities within a workshop might not be clear after excavation. The description of 
the workshops according to ethnoarchaeological research can be of help here. Some 
activities and features have been seen to have fixed locations, others are conducted 
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where place is available. This information can be used while interpreting remains of 
a workshop. For example: it became clear that the trampling of the clay is done close 
to the main area where pottery is shaped as seen in the previous chapter. Thus, 
when excavating a trampling floor such as at site O45.1 in el-Amarna, one can 
expect the main working area to be in the close vicinity of the trampling floor.  
 Besides the pottery production, the architecture of the workshops has been 
focused on in this thesis. The research here has shown that the workshops are most 
of the time partly built from bricks, but that other parts may be set up of wasters and 
some mud-plaster. Other elements of the buildings are made of wood or scrap 
material. These materials might decay after abandonment of a workshop and are 
therefore difficult to trace in archaeological material. Ethnoarchaeological research 
can thus provide information on the building materials and aid an archaeologist in 
reconstruction the excavated structures if the superstructures have diminished. 
 In chapter 3 various types of workshops have been described based on the 
subdivision of workshops made by Peacock (Peacock 1982). Studying the remains 
of O45.1 one could identify the workshop as a individual workshop or nucleated 
workshops. In any case the workshop probably will have provided (part of) the 
community of el-Amarna with pottery, considering the fact that no less than six kilns 
have been attested in the archaeological remains. It is likely that more than one 
workshop has made use of these kilns, especially since a few of them had been 
used to fire glass. In that case, one can identify the workshop as nucleated with 
other pottery and glass workshops. More excavations would be needed to identify 
other workshops in the area of O45.1. However, having characterized the workshop 
as nucleated, it might possible to compare it with the nucleated workshops that have 
been studied in this thesis, for instance Fustat or Ballas.  
 Based on the information discussed in this paragraph, ethnoarchaeological 
research appears to be of utmost importance for archaeology as it can be used to 
interpret archaeological remains that otherwise might remain unclear. Certain 
features, as well as the activities and their distribution within a workshop, might not 
be derived from the excavated material, but can be distilled from 
ethnoarchaeological research. 
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11. Conclusion 
 
As stated several times before, the traditional craft of pottery production is gradually 
disappearing in present-day Egypt. It is therefore necessary to document the 
heritage of Egypt to make sure useful information does not get lost. Next to that, 
archaeologists use ethnoarchaeological studies to interpret archaeological remains 
they excavate. Therefore, the aim of the author was not only to document the 
workshop, but also create a general view of pottery workshops in Egypt nowadays, 
that might be useful to archaeologists in interpreting remains of the past. The author 
has visited workshops in Egypt in person and has also made use of literature 
available for some of the workshops. Thus, the study conducted in this thesis is 
partly based on personal observation and partly based on observations of others.  
After the introduction, chapter 2 was concerned with the production 
technologies encountered in pottery workshops in general. The chaîne d’opératoire, 
the consecutive phases that occur in a workshop, is discussed there. This included 
the preparation of raw materials, the possible shaping techniques, the methods of 
decorating pottery, the firing and the storage of the fired vessels. This chapter was 
intended as a framework for the study of the workshops, to understand the 
processes that one might come across when visiting a workshop.  
 As this thesis is focused on the study of pottery workshops it was also 
important to discuss the study of pottery in archaeology shortly. Next to that, this 
thesis is an ethnoarchaeological study as it is a study of present-day workshops. 
Therefore, the use, methods and role of ethnoarchaeology have been focused on in 
chapter 3 as ethnoarchaeology is one of the aspects of studying pottery.  
After that, several chapters (4-7) were devoted to the description of the 
workshops under discussion. To make sure an as large as possible part of Egypt 
was discussed pottery workshops have been studied in the Nile Valley from Cairo in 
the north to the Qena-Ballas area in the south. One chapter was devoted to four 
workshops in Fustat, Cairo. Another chapter concerned the Fayum area, where 
workshops in were visited in Kom Aushim and el-Nazla. The workshop in Deir 
Mawas, close to el-Amarna, has not been visited by the author, but described using 
articles by Paul Nicholson. The last area to be discussed was the Qena area, where 
workshops in Dar el-Salam, Ballas and Sheikh Ali have been visited. Per workshop 
the production technologies, the activities encountered in the workshops, the 
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architecture and functional areas in the workshops have been described. The author 
has then characterized every workshop according to the subdivision of workshops 
introduced by Peacock (1982) that has been described in chapter 3.  
Subsequently, the workshops that have been described were compared to 
each other in chapter 8. The author has combined the information gathered from the 
workshops to generate a general picture of pottery workshops in present-day Egypt. 
It became visible that certain features and activities in workshops have a fixed 
location while others do not. Features with a fixed location such as a kiln are 
expected to leave traces behind in archaeological remains. It was also clear that 
activities in the workshops were conducted there were it would be the easiest for the 
workmen. For instance, kneading of the clay by an assistant was done close to the 
potter, to make sure the least effort would have to be taken to hand over the clay to 
the potter.  
To test the general view that has been composed in the next chapter (chapter 
9) a case-study was given of site O45.1 in el-Amarna. The site was identified as 
pottery workshop by its excavators. However, only a few features and structures are 
preserved: kilns, a trampling floor and a clay preparation pit are the most important 
ones. Thus, the site does not provide a complete picture of a pottery workshop in 
Pharaonic Egypt. In order to interpret the activities that have been conducted in the 
workshops and the layout and architecture as well, one can use ethnoarchaeological 
research on pottery workshops such as the description of the workshops in present-
day Egypt by the author. The general picture of the workshops as well as details 
concerning the workshops specifically can be used to fill in the gaps and interpret the 
activities conducted in the workshop in the past. As discussed in the evaluation after 
the case study the ethnoarchaeological research and documentation in this thesis 
might therefore be important for archaeologists who excavate workshops, as it can 
be used to interpret as well as supplement information gathered from archaeological 
remains.  
As said above, pottery production decreases due to several reasons. Pottery 
produced in for instance Fustat and Kom Aushim appear to be for decorative 
purposes only, as less ceramics are used in daily life. Because of the drop in use of 
pottery some workshops shifted to other activities such as brick production in Ballas 
or have closed their doors. Next to that, governmental plans in for instance Fustat 
have lead to the disappearance of the traditional workshop there. To document the 
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heritage of a country, in this case Egypt, ethnoarchaeological methods of study are 
important tools to secure the preservation of an important part of the culture’s past 
and present. This has also been evaluated once more in the evaluation in chapter 
10.  
It is now clear that the documentation of pottery workshops is necessary to 
preserve the heritage of Egypt. It has also been shown that the ethnoarchaeological 
research of the workshops serves archaeologists in that they can use the information 
the research provides to interpret archaeological remains. These two reasons show 
the need of further study of traditional workshops in Egypt before they all disappear. 
 As said before, the workshops discussed in this thesis cover a large part of 
the Nile Valley. Further research could be done on workshops in the Delta as well as 
to the south of the Qena-Ballas area and in the oases as this would provide a more 
complete view of workshops in the entire country. Besides generating a general view 
of workshops, it is an option to choose one workshop and study it in detail to obtain a 
more thorough description of the work in one workshop. The visits the author paid 
were mostly short, and thus only part of the activities in a workshop have been 
documented. Studying one workshop for months or even years could provide more 
details on a greater variety of activities as well as changes occurring within a 
workshop. In the end, one is safe to say that much more research is possible 
concerning pottery workshops in Egypt and that this is necessary to document the 
traditional crafts as well as gather useful information for archaeologists.  
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Abstract 
 
The main subject of this thesis is the research of traditional pottery workshops in 
present-day Egypt. Pottery workshops producing pottery in a traditional way are 
disappearing due to several factors discussed in this thesis. The author decided to 
study a selection of workshops in Egypt, covering a large part of the Nile Valley: in 
the Fustat area in Cairo, in the Fayum, at Deir Mawas, and in the Qena-Ballas area. 
The research is intended to document one of the aspects of the heritage of Egypt on 
the one hand. On the other hand, the description of the workshops also serves 
ethnoarchaeological research. By creating a general view of the workshops, the 
information gathered with the descriptions, can be used to interpret archaeological 
remains of pottery workshops.  
 As a framework to the description of the workshops a chapter is devoted to 
the production technologies of pottery, the so-called chaîne d’opératoire, to 
understand the activities usually occurring in a workshop. After that, the practice of 
studying pottery is discussed with special focus on ethnoarchaeological research as 
one of the possible study methods.  
 The description of the workshops covers the largest part of this thesis. Every 
area is described in a separate chapter and per workshop the production 
technologies and the spatial distribution of the activities within the workshop are 
described. The layout and architecture of the workshops are treated as well. After 
that, one chapter is concerned with the comparison of the workshops in order to 
create a general view of the workshops and the activities therein. From this general 
discussion it becomes clear that the activities are conducted in the most convenient 
location in or outside the workshop. Also, certain features and activities appear to 
have a fixed location within a workshop, while others are not allocated in a specific 
area.  
The use of this general view of workshops in present-day Egypt to interpret 
archaeological remains is tested in a case study of site O45.1 in el-Amarna. The 
remains in this area have been identified as pottery workshops and will be compared 
to the general plan of the workshops created in this thesis. As the archaeological 
remains appeared to be scarce, it proved to be difficult to interpret the architecture 
and layout of the workshops and the activities conducted in the workshops as well as 
their distribution. The general description of the present-day workshops can then be 
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used to fill in the gaps of the remains of the past as will become clear after the 
evaluation. Therefore, in the opinion of the author, the description of the workshops 
is necessary to document the heritage of Egypt as well as to aid archaeologists in 
interpreting the subject of their research.  
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Figures 
 
 
 
Figure 1 Map of Egypt (http://www.egypt-travel-guide.de/imgs/egypt/map.jpg) 
 
 
  
113 
 
 
Figure 2 Location of Fustat in Cairo (http://looklex.com/e.o/atlas/maps/cairo2.gif) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3 Example of an updraft kiln (http://www.isas.illinois.edu/atam/images/kiln.jpeg) 
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Figure 4 Example of a down-draft kiln (after Hodges 1989: 37) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5 Representation of pottery production from Tomb 2 in Beni Hasan 
in Middle Egypt dated to ca. 1900 BC.  
(http://www.biblehistory.com/ibh/Egyptian+Daily+Life/Pottery/Egyptian+Pottery) 
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Figure 6 Table of applications of ethnoarchaeology (after Wendrich 2002a: 9) 
 
 
 
Figure 7 Overview of the workshops in Fustat in 2008 (photograph made by the author) 
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Figure 8 Traditional workshops to the left and new architecture in the back. Fustat in 
2010 (photograph made by the author) 
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Figure 9 Map of Fustat with location of workshops A, B, C and D  
(plan made by the team of the Netherlands Flemish Institute, Cairo,  
and Leiden University, adjusted by the author) 
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Figure 10 Plan of workshop A in Fustat. W1 and W2 are the wheels in the workshop. K1 
and K2 are the kilns in the courtyard (plan made by the team of the Netherlands 
Flemish Institute, Cairo and Leiden University, adjusted by the author) 
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Figure 11 Eastern wall of room 1 in workshop A in Fustat (photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
Figure 12 Wheel 1 in room 1 in workshop A in Fustat 
(photograph made by N. Groot) 
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Figure 13 Room 2 in workshop A (photograph made by N. Staring) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 14 Room 3 in workshop A in Fustat (photograph by the author) 
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Figure 15 Levigation and sedimentation basins in the courtyard of  
workshop A in Fustat (photograph by N. Staring) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 16 Storage of pottery in front of the closed room in the courtyard of 
workshop A in Fustat (photograph by the author) 
  
122 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 17 Large, unused kiln (K1 on figure 10) in the courtyard of 
workshop A (photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
Figure 18 Small traditional kiln (K2 in figure 10) in the courtyard of  
workshop A in Fustat (photograph by the author) 
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Figure 19 Drying pottery in the courtyard of workshop A in Fustat 
(photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
Figure 20 Preparation of clay in levigation basins of  
workshop  A in Fustat (photograph by the author) 
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Figure 21 Trampling of lumps of clay between wheel 1 and wheel 2 in room 1 in 
workshop A in Fustat (photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
Figure 22 Kneading of lumps of clay by an assistant in room 1  
of workshop A in Fustat (photograph by the author) 
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Figure 23 Production of smaller vessels from the hump in room 1,  
workshop A in Fustat (photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 24 Decoration of the pottery before firing in workshop A, Fustat  
(photograph made by L. Jacobs) 
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Figure 25 Loading the kiln by the potter and his assistant in the courtyard of  
workshop A, Fustat (photograph by N. Staring) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
127 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 26 Plan of workshop B in Fustat. K1-K4 are the kilns of this workshop. K1 and 
K2 were still in use (plan made by the team of the Netherlands Flemish Institute,  
Cairo, and Leiden University, adjusted by the author) 
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Figure 27 Western part of room 1 of workshop B, Fustat. Two wheels are  
seen in the back (photograph taken by N. Staring) 
 
 
 
Figure 28 Eastern part of room 1 of workshop B in Fustat 
(photograph made by N. Staring) 
  
129 
 
 
 
Figure 29 Drying pottery along the southern wall in room 1, workshop B in Fustat 
(photograph taken by the author) 
 
 
 
Figure 30 Men decorating pottery in the northern part of room 2 in workshop B 
(looking to the south), Fustat (photograph by the author) 
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Figure 31 Pottery drying in the central area of room 2, 
workshop B in Fustat (photograph made by N. Staring) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 32 Kiln (K1 on figure 26) in room 2,  workshop B in Fustat  
(photograph made by N. Staring) 
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Figure 33 Northern kiln (K2 on figure 26) in workshop B, Fustat  
(photograph by N. Groot) 
 
 
 
Figure 34 View of the roof and kiln (K4) in workshop B used as storage area,  
Fustat (photograph by the author) 
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Figure 35 Decorating a lamp in room 3, workshop B in Fustat 
(photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 36 Eastern part of room 3, workshop B in Fustat 
(photograph by the author) 
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Figure 37 Molds in the north eastern part of room 3, workshop B in  
Fustat (photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 38 Passage in workshop B in Fustat. Clay preparation basins are located on the 
right side in the back of the photograph (photograph by N. Groot) 
 
  
134 
 
 
 
Figure 39 Two of the levigation and sedimentation basins of workshop B in  
Fustat (photograph by N. Staring) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 40 Tools used to decorate the pottery in workshop B, room 2,  
in Fustat (photograph by N. Staring) 
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Figure 41 Producing slabs of clay for molding (photograph by L. Jacobs) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 42 Storage of fired pottery in front of workshops A and B,  
Fustat (photograph by N. Groot) 
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Figure 43 Post-firing decoration outside workshops A and B in Fustat  
(photograph by N. Staring) 
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Figure 44 Workshop C in Fustat. K1 and K2 are the kilns used by this workshop (plan 
made by the team of the Netherlands Flemish Institute, Cairo, and 
Leiden University, adjusted by the author) 
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Figure 45 Workshop C in Fustat. Looking north-west (photograph by L. Jacobs) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 46 Two kilns in use by workshop C in Fustat (photograph by the author) 
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Figure 47 Levigation and sedimentation basins used by workshop C in Fustat 
(photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
Figure 48 Working table in room 1 in workshop C in Fustat (photograph by N. Staring) 
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Figure 49 Room 1 in workshop C, looking east (photograph by N. Staring) 
 
 
 
Figure 50 Fast wheel in south western corner of room 2 in workshop C 
(photograph by N. Staring) 
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Figure 51 Room 2 in workshopC, looking east (photograph by N. Groot) 
 
 
 
Figure 52 Overview of the eastern part of workshop C, looking north. Part of the 
workshop is seen to the left; the collapsed rooms are in the back, and the two kilns 
belonging to the workshop on the right (photograph by N. Groot) 
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Figure 53 Room 3 in workshop C in Fustat (photograph by N. Groot) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 54 Unloading the kiln of workshop C in Fustat after firing  
(photograph by the author) 
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Figure 55 Middleman picking up tiles produced in workshop C in Fustat 
 (photograph by the author) 
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Figure 56 Plan of workshop D. K is the kiln used by this workshop (plan made by the 
team of the Netherlands Flemish Institute, Cairo, and Leiden University, adjusted by 
the author) 
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Figure 57 Entrance of workshop D in Fustat (photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
Figure 58 Decoration of pottery in room 2, workshop D in Fustat 
(photograph by the author) 
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Figure 59 Wheel A in room 3 in workshop D in Fustat (photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 60 Passage with drying pottery in workshop D, 
 Fustat (photograph by the author) 
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Figure 61 Wheel B in workshop D, Fustat (photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
Figure 62 Pottery drying in workshop D on the floor of room 3  
(photograph by N. Staring) 
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Figure 63 Trampling of damp clay in the western part of room 3,  
workshop D in Fustat (photograph by N. Staring) 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 64 Eastern part of the courtyard of workshop D with part of the kiln on  
the left (photograph by N. Staring) 
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Figure 65 Western part of the courtyard of workshop D with part of the kiln on the right 
and the entrance to the levigation basins in the back (photograph by N. Staring) 
 
 
 
Figure 66 Kiln in the courtyard of workshop D in Fustat (photograph by N. Groot) 
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Figure 67 Petroleum burner of the kiln in workshop D, Fustat  
(photograph by N. Groot) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 68 Levigation basins of workshop D in Fustat (photograph by the author) 
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Figure 69 Levigation basins of workshop D, Fustat (photograph by N. Groot) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 70 Second phase in forming a vessel on the fast wheel in workshop D,  
Fustat (photograph by the author) 
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Figure 71 Decorating the vessels in workshop D in Fustat (photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 72 Map of workshop A Kom Aushim (by the author and  
C. Zin El Deen Abed Elazez) 
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Figure 73 Entrance of workshop A, Kom Aushim (photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 74 Pottery drying in workshop A in Kom Aushim  
(photograph by the author) 
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Figure 75 Men working in workshop A in Kom Aushim (photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 76 Men working in workshop A in Kom Aushim (photograph by the author) 
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Figure 77 Man working outside workshop A in Kom Aushim  
(photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
Figure 78 Wheel against the left wall workshop A in Kom Aushim 
(photograph by the author) 
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Figure 79 Wheel against the far right room workshop A in  
Kom Aushim (photograph by the author) 
 
 
 
Figure 80 Clay preparation basins in workshop A in  
Kom Aushim (photograph by the author) 
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Figure 81 Clay preparation basins in workshop A in Kom Aushim  
(photograph by the author) 
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Figure 82 Plan of workshop B in Kom Aushim (by the author and  
C. Zin El Deen Abed Elazez) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 83 Part of workshop B in Kom Aushim (photograph by the author) 
 
  
159 
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